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Literacy plays an especially important role in aided augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) because spelling and writing support precise communication. 
Fortunately, the importance of literacy is reflected in federal legislation that mandates that all 
students, regardless of ability, receive comprehensive literacy instruction. Unfortunately, little is 
known about the literacy learning opportunities provided to students with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities and complex communication needs (IDD/CCN). What is known 
results from descriptive, ethnographic investigations. These data provide a rich, contextualized 
understanding of learning for a restricted sample of students, but do little to quantify the literacy 
learning opportunities of students with IDD/CCN or characterize specific emergent literacy 
learning opportunities. The aim of the current study was to quantify and examine the emergent 
literacy learning opportunities provided to students with IDD/CCN in a sample of special 
education classes in the United States.  
A concurrent embedded mixed methods design was used. The primary study asked 
teachers of students IDD/CCN (n = 54) to quantify the emergent literacy learning opportunities 
they provide in their classrooms. The secondary study was a qualitative case-study that richly 
describes emergent literacy learning opportunities in the natural context of individual classrooms 
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(n = 5). Survey results show that instruction is not comprehensive, but rather splintered, 
infrequent, and highly variable. The results suggest that students with IDD/CCN receive 
infrequent emergent literacy learning opportunities. Furthermore, the opportunities they do 
receive do little to support students with them in becoming conventional readers and writers.  
Encouragingly, both data sets suggest that special education teachers are providing more 
literacy instruction than the historical data suggested. However, the qualitative data show how 
vestiges of traditional special education, with its focus on one-on-one instruction and mastery, 
have largely prevented teachers’ efforts from translating into increased learning opportunities for 
students. Therefore, there is an immediate and urgent need to support teachers in maximizing the 
time they spend teaching all students while attending to all aspects of comprehensive literacy 
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CHAPTER 1  
Students who present with both intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) who are 
unable to meet their face-to-face communication needs with speech alone are said to have 
complex communication needs (CCN). This group of students can benefit from the use of aided 
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013). 
Literacy plays an especially important role in aided AAC because the letters of the alphabet can 
be combined and recombined to communicate precise meaning spoken by a speech synthesizer 
or read by any literate communication partner. However, historically, students with CCN have 
had substantially limited experiences with and access to literacy learning and use when 
compared to their typically developing peers (Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Light & Smith, 
1993). This lack of exposure to print and comprehensive literacy instruction has resulted in a 
series of negative educational, communication, social, and employment outcomes for these 
students (Erickson & Geist, 2016; Groce & Bashi, 2011). In order to combat these negative 
outcomes, a call was made, decades ago, for a paradigm shift towards a continuum-based model 
of literacy instruction that begins with emergent and extends through conventional literacy 
(Koppenhaver, Coleman, et al., 1991).  
Unfortunately, there is little evidence that the call has improved access, opportunity, or 
quality of literacy instruction for students with both IDD and CCN (IDD/CCN; Olson et al., 
2018; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar et al., 2015). Rather, students with IDD/CCN continue to 
demonstrate very few of the emergent literacy skills they need to benefit from later conventional 
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literacy instruction (Erickson & Geist, 2016). This is likely because these students historically 
received precious few minutes of literacy instruction ( i.e., < 30 minutes; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 
1993; Mike, 1995). Furthermore, the instruction they received then and appear to continue to 
receive today predominately focuses on mastering conventional reading skills in isolation (i.e., 
sight word recognition, responding to text-based questions; Browder et al., 2006; Ruppar, 2015). 
This is problematic because mastering skills in isolation does not support students in becoming 
conventional readers and writers (Connor et al., 2006; Sénéchal et al., 2001). Rather students 
with and without disabilities require sufficient exposure, experience, and opportunity with a 
variety of high-quality emergent literacy routines in order to develop the foundational skills (i.e., 
phonological awareness, print concepts, and oral language) necessary to benefit from 
conventional literacy instruction and acquire flexible, meaningful reading and writing skills 
(Connor et al., 2006; Erickson, 2017; Sénéchal et al., 2001). 
As a result of the reauthorization of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
in 2004, the passing of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2008), and the subsequent signing of the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), expectations for literacy instruction and achievement 
have increased steadily for all students, regardless of ability, over the past 25 years. Some work 
has been done to explore the impact of these changes on the literacy learning opportunities 
available to students with IDD/CCN (Ruppar, 2015); however, little has been done to quantify 
literacy learning opportunities for students with IDD/CCN (Taub et al., 2017). The majority of 
the work focused on quantifying the literacy learning opportunities has been descriptive, 
ethnographic investigations in special education classrooms (see Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; 
Mike, 1995; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). While these data provided a rich, contextualized 
understanding of learning for a restricted sample of students, they are outdated and do little to 
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quantify the literacy learning opportunities of students with IDD/CCN today. Furthermore, no 
studies have taken the narrow lens of describing or quantifying emergent literacy learning 
opportunities. The absence of current literature specifically focused on emergent literacy learning 
opportunities provided to students with IDD/CCN represents an important gap in the literature. 
In order to make recommendations to teachers and to inform future intervention research, there is 
a need to understand the forms and frequencies of emergent literacy opportunities provided to 
students with IDD/CCN today.  
Background  
Decades ago, the call was made for a paradigmatic shift towards a continuum-based 
model of literacy that begins with emergent and extends through conventional literacy 
(Koppenhaver, Coleman, et al., 1991; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Under this paradigm, emergent 
literacy is broadly defined as the reading and writing skills that precede conventional literacy, 
including understandings of the functions and conventions of print (Sénéchal et al., 2001). 
Emergent literacy is neither an isolated set of skills nor a destination. Rather, emergent literacy 
describes a period of development in which knowledge is acquired and integrated to lay the 
foundation for conventional literacy development (Koppenhaver, 2000). Throughout this 
development, skill growth and acquisition are neither serial nor linear, but rather, growth in one 
domain enables exploration and development in others (Phillips et al., 2008). Children require 
sufficient opportunity for skill acquisition and interaction in order to progress past emergent to 
conventional literacy. In this way, successful acquisition of emergent literacy skills allows 
children to acquire meaningful conventional literacy skills, but acquiring emergent literacy is 
largely dependent on opportunity to learn (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020).   
The National Early Literacy Panel (NELP, 2008) suggests early literacy interventions 
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must, at a minimum, address phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge, language 
development and shared reading. Perhaps more importantly, the NELP (2008) suggests that 
instruction be delivered in an integrated and comprehensive way, wherein all skills necessary for 
reading and writing are addressed daily with an emphasis on application and use. To be clear, 
comprehensive instruction focuses on constructing meaning rather than mastering skills in 
isolation (Erickson et al., 2009; Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). Unfortunately, educators 
frequently assume that children with verified or suspected intellectual disabilities will not be able 
to learn to read by processing print conventionally (Katims, 2000). Subsequently, instructional 
efforts have historically focused primarily on identifying words in isolation from constrained 
word lists (Browder et al., 2008; Katims, 2000). Concomitant physical, vision and hearing 
impairments appear to further limit opportunity to learn and certainly impact emergent literacy 
learning outcomes (Erickson & Geist, 2016; Erickson & Quick, 2016). 
Historically, students with IDD/CCN have had restricted literacy learning opportunities 
when compared to their typically developing peers (Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 
1993). This is despite intervention research demonstrating that this population benefits from 
comprehensive emergent literacy instruction (see Erickson et al., 1997; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 
2015). Ongoing attempts to describe literacy instruction demonstrate that little has changed for 
this population with respect to literacy learning opportunities (Katims, 2000; Koppenhaver & 
Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). Most students with IDD/CCN continue to be 
educated in separate education classrooms or schools (Erickson & Geist, 2016), despite evidence 
that inclusive settings increase literacy outcomes for this group of students (Kurth et al., 2016). 
Instruction continues to be conducted one-on-one with a teacher directing and students assuming 
a passive role (Ruppar, 2015), despite evidence that peer to peer interactions are better at 
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facilitating emergent literacy development (Barker et al., 2013; Connor et al., 2006). Picture 
symbols, worksheets, single letters, and words in isolation dominate instruction (Browder et al., 
2006; Ruppar, 2015), despite evidence that instruction should balance a focus on skills and 
meaning (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020; Pressley & Allington, 2015). Instruction 
overwhelming emphasizes reading, with few teachers providing any writing opportunities 
(Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). In fact, students with IDD/CCN 
rarely have opportunities to independently access writing tools (Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; 
Pufpaff, 2008).  
While reading appears to be prioritized, instruction rarely assumes students are capable of 
decoding text for the purpose of comprehension. Instead students are expected to decipher 
picture symbols or listen to stories read aloud in order to answer comprehension questions aimed 
at assessing, rather than imparting, knowledge (Mike, 1995; Mims et al., 2012; Ruppar, 2015). 
This is despite evidence that picture supported text makes comprehension more difficult 
(Erickson et al., 2009) and that while listening comprehension aids in reading comprehension, it 
is insufficient to support students in learning to decode text with comprehension (Erickson et al., 
2017). Given these findings, it is not surprising that students with IDD/CCN continue to be 
largely unable to read with comprehension above a second-grade level (Erickson & Geist, 2016; 
Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). 
The focus on narrowly defined notions of literacy such as the ability to identify single 
letters and sight words reveals more about the values of educators than the capabilities of 
students with IDD/CCN. Unfortunately, this approach to literacy not only fails to teach students 
to read and write conventionally (Copeland & Keefe, 2007), but it also serves to reinforce the 
underlying belief that students with IDD have intrinsic deficits that prevent them from being able 
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to learn to read or write (Harry & Klingner, 2007). These deficit models let school teams off the 
hook: illiteracy becomes a manifestation of students' disabilities, not a reflection of instruction. 
However, when the data are examined closely, under the lens of emergent literacy, it becomes 
clear that students may not be reading and writing because they have had insufficient and 
inadequate emergent literacy learning experiences to become conventional readers and writers. 
Therefore, there is a pressing need to understand the frequency and quality of emergent literacy 
learning opportunities provided to the heterogenous group of students with IDD/CCN enrolled in 
special education in the United States.  
Purpose  
The purpose of the current study was to identify the emergent literacy learning 
opportunities provided to students with IDD/CCN. To address this purpose, a concurrent 
embedded mixed methods design was used. The primary study was a survey asking teachers of 
students with IDD/CCN to quantify the emergent literacy learning opportunities they provide in 
their classrooms. Relationships between emergent literacy learning opportunities, student 
characteristics (i.e., age, gender, grade, and eligibility category), and classroom settings (i.e., 
contained, integrated) were explored. The secondary study, which plays a supportive, secondary 
role in this mixed methods study, was a qualitative case-study that richly describes emergent 
literacy learning opportunities in the natural context of the classroom. The qualitative data adds 
to the quantitative, survey data through rich descriptions of student emergent literacy learning 
experience in context. Subsequent mixing of the data allowed for a discussion of how the 
quantitative findings are confirmed or contradicted by the embedded case-study.  
Several research questions guided the investigation. For the quantitative teacher survey, 
the guiding research questions were:  
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R1. What emergent literacy learning opportunities do teachers report providing to the 
students with IDD/CCN in their classrooms? 
R2. Based on teacher report, how often do students with IDD/CCN participate in these 
emergent literacy learning opportunities? 
R3. Based on teacher report, which emergent literacy practices occur on a daily basis? 
R4. Are there relationships between student characteristics and emergent literacy learning 
opportunities?  
For the embedded case study, the guiding research question was:   
R5. How does classroom context influence students’ emergent literacy learning 
opportunities?  
In keeping with mixed-methods research, during data collection and analysis the two 
studies were analyzed together to address the following research question:  
R6.  How do classroom observations converge or diverge with teacher survey data?   
Conclusion  
There is very little contemporary research investigating the current state of emergent 
literacy learning opportunities afforded to the population of students with IDD/CCN. Given that 
emergent literacy development is largely dependent on opportunity to learn, it is important to 
understand the current state of educational opportunities. By understanding what is, we can 
better inform what might be. 
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CHAPTER 2  
Students who are unable to meet their face-to-face communication needs with speech 
alone are said to have complex communication needs (CCN) that might be addressed by the use 
of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013). 
AAC includes both aided (e.g., graphic symbols, tactile symbols, speech-generating devices) and 
unaided (e.g., gestures, sign language) forms that supplement or serve as an alternative to natural 
speech. Approximately 18% of students receiving special education services in traditional public 
schools (K-12) in the United States use either aided or unaided forms of AAC as their primary 
communication modality (Andzik et al., 2018).  
Students with CCN vary a great deal with respect to intellectual, cognitive, physical, 
and/or sensory disabilities that occur with their communication disorders (Andzik et al., 2018; 
Binger & Light, 2006; Erickson & Geist, 2016; Erickson & Quick, 2016). It has long been 
known that, as a group, students with CCN have had less exposure and access to literacy when 
compared to their typically developing peers (Koppenhaver et al., 1991). Perceptions of 
cognitive ability, reading readiness, and communication skills all influence whether or not these 
children will have access to literacy instruction (Ruppar et al., 2011). This is likely the result of 
developmental views of literacy that center on the belief that prerequisite abilities should be 
attained prior to literacy instruction, which should focus on skills taught in isolation to mastery 
(Katims, 2000). 
These developmental views combined with limited exposure to print and literacy learning 
opportunities have resulted in a series of negative educational, communication, social, and 
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employment outcomes for children with CCN (UNESCO, 2005). In order to combat these 
negative outcomes, a call was made, decades ago, to apply a paradigm shift towards emergent 
literacy interventions and apply it to students with CCN (Erickson, 2000; Koppenhaver, 2000; 
Koppenhaver, et al., 1991; Sénéchal, et al., 2001). Unfortunately, there is little evidence that the 
call has shifted access and opportunity for the diverse group of students who use or would 
benefit from AAC.  
Students with IDD/CCN  
One group that is at a profound disadvantage in regards to accessing sufficient emergent 
literacy learning opportunities to benefit from conventional literacy instruction are those students 
with both intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). According to the American 
Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disability (2010), IDD is characterized by 
significant limitations both in cognitive function and adaptive behavior. Similarly, the World 
Health Organization’s International Classification of Disease Working Group defines IDD as “a 
group of developmental conditions […] characterized by a marked impairment of core cognitive 
functions necessary for the development of knowledge, reasoning, and symbolic representation 
of the level expected of one’s age peers, cultural and community environment. Nevertheless, 
very different patterns of cognitive impairment appear for particular conditions of IDD” 
(Salvador-Carulla et al., 2011, p. 177). When CCN co-occurs with IDD, the challenges are 
intensified. However, students with IDD are often excluded from research regarding students 
with CCN, especially in the field of AAC (Benson-Goldberg & Erickson, 2018). As a result, 




In the United States, students with IDD/CNN are eligible for special education services 
under a variety of IDEA eligibility categories including, autism, deaf-blindness, developmental 
disability, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, and traumatic brain injury (Erickson & 
Geist, 2016). This relatively large group of students vary a great deal with respect to their 
cognitive, sensory, physical, and communication skills (Erickson & Geist, 2016; Schalock et al., 
2010). However, historically, they have had restricted literacy learning opportunities when 
compared to their typically developing peers (Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). This 
is despite intervention research demonstrating that this population benefits from comprehensive 
emergent literacy instruction (see Erickson et al., 1997; Katims, 1991).  
Over the last two decades, attempts to describe literacy instruction for students with 
IDD/CCN demonstrate that little has changed for this population (Katims, 2000; Koppenhaver & 
Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). Despite evidence that inclusive settings increase 
literacy outcomes for students with IDD/CCN (Kurth et al., 2016), most continue to be educated 
in separate education classrooms or schools (Erickson & Geist, 2016). Despite evidence that peer 
to peer interactions facilitate emergent literacy development for students with IDD/CCN (Barker 
et al., 2013; Connor et al., 2006), instruction continues to be conducted one-on-one with a 
teacher directing and students assuming a passive role (Ruppar, 2015). Despite evidence that 
instruction should focus on skills and meaning (Pressley & Allington, 2014), instruction for 
students with IDD/CCN is dominated by picture symbols, worksheets, single letters, and words 
in isolation (Browder et al., 2006; Ruppar, 2015), with little emphasis on writing instruction 
(Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). In fact, students with IDD/CCN 
rarely have opportunities to independently access writing tools (Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; 
Pufpaff, 2008) or engage in writing instruction (Koppenhaver & Williams, 2010).  
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While the little literacy instruction that does exist appears to prioritize reading, 
instruction rarely supports students with IDD/CCN in learning to read connected text for the 
purpose of comprehension. Instead instruction calls on students with IDD/CCN to decipher 
picture symbols or listen to stories read aloud in order to answer literal level comprehension 
questions aimed at assessing their surface level memory of the text (Mike, 1995; Mims et al., 
2012; Ruppar, 2015). These practices dominate despite evidence that picture supported text 
makes it harder to learn to read text (Benson-Goldberg & Erickson, 2020; Erickson et al., 2009), 
and that while listening comprehension aids in reading comprehension, it does not support 
students in learning to decode text with comprehension (Erickson et al., 2017). Given these 
findings, it is not surprising that few students with IDD/CCN read text with comprehension and 
those that do are largely unable to read with comprehension above a second-grade level 
(Erickson & Geist, 2016; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993).  
Comprehensive Literacy Instruction  
Comprehensive literacy instruction addresses all components of conventional (e.g., 
Pressley & Allington, 2014) or emergent literacy (Erickson, 2017) every day. Approaches that 
are not comprehensive address a subset of components or address all of the components 
sequentially over time rather than daily (Erickson et al., 2017). A comprehensive perspective of 
instruction is consistent with the view that literacy learning is a continuous process, wherein all 
children are constantly in the process of becoming increasingly literate (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020; Koppenhaver et al., 1991; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Furthermore, 
comprehensive instruction focuses on the application and use of new skills and understandings 
rather than mastery of skills in isolation (Erickson et al., 2009).  
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The components of comprehensive literacy instruction vary based on the previous 
learning opportunities and current skills of the student. Students are most likely to benefit from 
comprehensive conventional literacy instruction when they: (a) know most of the letters of the 
alphabet, most of the time; (b) understand that print has meaning; (c) engage actively during 
shared reading, and (d) have a means of communication and interaction (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2020). Students who do not have these skills often require ongoing experiences 
and opportunities to learn via emergent literacy instruction (Erickson et al., 2017).  
Comprehensive Emergent Literacy  
Emergent literacy is broadly defined as the reading and writing skills that precede 
conventional literacy (Teale & Sulzby, 1986), including understandings of the functions and 
conventions of print (Sénéchal et al., 2001). Emergent literacy is neither an isolated set of skills 
nor a destination, but rather a period of development during which knowledge is acquired and 
integrated in order to lay the foundation for future conventional literacy development 
(Koppenhaver, 2000). Throughout this development, skill growth and acquisition are neither 
serial nor linear, but rather, growth in one domain enables recursive and integrated development 
of others (Strickland, 1988). 
Comprehensive emergent literacy instruction supports skill growth and acquisition by 
addressing phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge, language development, shared reading 
(NELP, 2008), shared writing (Koppenhaver & Williams, 2010), and opportunities for 
independent reading and writing (Hatch & Erickson, 2018; Koppenhaver, 2000; Koppenhaver & 
Erickson, 2003). Across each day and week, these different areas are addressed in an integrated 
way to the greatest extent possible with careful attention to application and use to support deep 
understanding of the purpose of the skills students are acquiring (Erickson, 2017; Erickson & 
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Koppenhaver, 2020). When instruction is comprehensive, the emphasis is on creating meaning in 
addition to skill mastery. Erickson (2017) suggests that the goal of comprehensive emergent 
literacy instruction is to support students in developing concepts and knowledge required to 
interact while engaged with others in reading and writing. In other words, the goal is to create a 
knowledge base on which students and teachers can sufficiently co-construct meaning in order 
for students to become independent readers and writers.  
Comprehensive literacy instruction takes time each day. In general education primary 
grades classrooms, this typically equates to 90-120 minutes per day focused on the components 
of comprehensive emergent or conventional instruction, depending on the skills and experiences 
of the students (Denton et al., 2003; Furry & Domaradzki, 2010; Snow, et al., 1998). The little 
evidence that exists regarding time focused on literacy in special education settings suggests that 
the total time focused on these literacy practices is far less than half of this (Mike, 1995). 
Without significant time devoted to literacy instruction, all the necessary components of literacy 
cannot be addressed. Therefore, it is critical to consider whether the literacy skills of students 
with IDD/CCN that are reported in the literature are a true reflection of the underlying potential 
of the students or a reflection of the limited opportunities to learn. Successful acquisition of 
emergent literacy knowledge and skills allows students to acquire meaningful conventional 
literacy skills, but acquiring emergent literacy is largely dependent on opportunity to learn.   
Erickson (2017) and Erickson and Koppenhaver (2020) suggests six routines/areas of 
instruction that should be a part of comprehensive emergent literacy instruction for students with 
IDD: (a) alphabet knowledge, (b) phonological awareness, (c) shared reading, (d) independent 
reading, (e) shared writing, and (f) independent writing. The goal is not for students to master 
isolated skills in each of these areas, but rather to gain sufficient skill and knowledge to be able 
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to use these skills to interact and be able to engage successfully in conventional literacy 
instruction at a later time. When these routines are targeted daily, in an integrated way, students 
acquire the skills and knowledge they need to use print to interact meaningfully with others. This 
interaction around print as an object of meaning is necessary to participate in and benefit 
subsequently from conventional literacy instruction.  
Alphabet Knowledge. Alphabet knowledge is critical for literacy learning (Adams, 
1990; NELP, 2008; Piasta & Wagner, 2010; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Alphabet knowledge 
is the ability to name, distinguish, and produce letter shapes. In addition to recognizing that 
letters have names, alphabet knowledge includes learning that letters represent distinct sounds. 
Student’s alphabet knowledge predicts their later literacy achievement (Hamill, 2004; NELP, 
2008). Preschool and kindergarten students without disabilities who enter school with poor 
knowledge of letter names and sounds are more likely to be identified as having reading 
disabilities (Torppa et al., 2006). While their peers with strong knowledge of letter names and 
sounds tend to make rapid gains in these early years, students with poor alphabet knowledge tend 
to fall behind as instruction transitions to conventional literacy routines (Connor, et al., 2006; 
Torgesen, 2002).  
Students with IDD/CCN are largely absent from the literature about alphabet knowledge 
(Greer & Erickson, 2018). However, there is evidence that students with IDD can learn letter 
names and sounds and apply this knowledge to decode words (Browder et al., 2008; Greer & 
Erickson, 2018). Furthermore, there is evidence that students with CCN can develop alphabet 
knowledge (Johnston et al., 2009) including knowledge of letter-sound correspondences 
(Vandervelden & Siegel, 1999). As members of both of these groups, students with IDD/CCN 
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are expected to acquire alphabet knowledge when given a systematic opportunity to learn 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). 
Arguably, alphabet knowledge is of paramount importance to students with IDD/CCN. 
As they are learning to combine symbolic images to communicate for a broad range of purposes, 
these students are often limited in regards to the number of symbols they can access, regardless 
of the power of the aided AAC system they use (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). In English, 
learning the 26 letters of the alphabet and learning to use those letters to spell and to write gives 
students the option to combine and recombine those letters to create any word they might want. 
This means a limited set of symbols, that are already familiar to literate communication partners, 
can be taught and used to convey an infinite array of messages and concepts.  
Phonological Awareness. Phonological awareness is the ability to detect, manipulate, 
and analyze the sounds within language (Adams, 1990, NELP, 2008). The relationship between 
phonological awareness and reading achievement is strong for children with (Fallon et al., 2004) 
and without disabilities (Catts & Kamhi, 1999).  
Though students with IDD/CCN are underrepresented in the literature regarding 
phonological awareness (see Barker, et al., 2014), there is promising evidence that these students 
can benefit from comprehensive instruction that includes phonological awareness (Erickson et 
al., 2005; Bock & Erickson, 2015). Specifically, Erickson and colleagues (2005) demonstrated 
that students with IDD/CCN made gains in phonological awareness when their teachers had 
access to a curriculum that supported them in engaging their students in a wide range of 
emergent literacy practices, without direct, explicit instruction in phonological awareness. Not 
only did the mean phonological awareness score increase by 150% for the group, but the number 
of students who were able to participate in the assessment increased by 17%. Furthermore, 
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Fallon et al. (2004) discovered that for students with IDD/CCN, phonological awareness skills 
predicted generalization of decoding skills. They taught five students, who were all able to 
identify at least 50% of letters when named, how to decode CV and CVC target words, and the 
students who had the strongest phonological awareness skills had the most success decoding the 
taught and untaught words. These studies demonstrate that students with IDD/CCN can acquire 
phonological awareness skills, use those skills to decode words, and generalize those skills to 
untaught contexts when given sufficient opportunity to learn. 
Shared Reading. Shared reading is an emergent literacy intervention with a strong 
evidence base for students with and without disabilities (Justice et al., 2005; Koppenhaver et al., 
2007). Shared reading is defined as the interactions that occur between an adult and a student 
when they read or a look at a book together (Ezell & Justice, 2005). Adults maximize the quality 
and frequency of these interactions by making comments and inviting students to engage with 
them during book reading. Over time, the goal is for students to be initiating comments and 
inviting adults to engage with them (Ezell & Justice, 2005; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998). Shared 
reading is often the practice given the most attention in studies of aided AAC and literacy (see 
Machalicek et al., 2010). This is likely because shared reading supports a range of literacy skills 
including oral language, listening comprehension, phonological awareness, and print awareness 
(Catts & Kamhi, 2005; Justice et al., 2009; Lonigan et al., 1999).  
Although there are a number of studies that support the effectiveness of shared reading as 
a means of supporting literacy and communication for students with CCN (Bellon-Harn & Harn, 
2008; Kent-Walsh et al., 2010; Liboiron & Soto, 2006; Skotko et al., 2004), children with severe 
language, sensory and motor impairments are frequently excluded from studies of shared reading 
(Bedrosian, 1999; Towson et al., 2016). Therefore, little attention has been given to students with 
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IDD/CCN in the literature (Benson-Goldberg & Erickson, 2018); however, the few studies that 
do exist suggest they can benefit from shared reading interactions (Benson-Goldberg & 
Erickson, 2021; Skotko et al., 2004).  
Independent Reading. Regular and frequent opportunities for students to read texts they 
have selected has been shown to improve reading performance for students with (Hatch & 
Erickson, 2018) and without disabilities (Krashen, 2011). Furthermore, increasing the amount of 
time struggling readers have to engage in independent reading has been shown to accelerate 
reading development (Allington, 2012). For emergent readers, independent reading is incredibly 
important, as it provides them with opportunities to apply the other emergent literacy skills they 
are learning (Owocki & Goodman, 2002). In fact, students without disabilities make gains in 
emergent literacy skills that are targeted during other emergent literacy practices when they are 
given opportunities to read independently (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1990; Kuhn, 2005). This 
suggests that independent reading opportunities are key to supporting emergent readers in 
applying and integrating emergent literacy skills.  
Encouraging students who are seemingly unable to read independently to engage in 
independent time exploring texts may seem counter intuitive to many. After all, recent surveys 
estimate that only 4-30% of students with IDD can read beginning texts with comprehension 
(Erickson & Geist, 2016; Towles-Reeves, 2012). Likely, even fewer students with IDD/CCN can 
read beginning texts with comprehension (Erickson & Geist, 2016). Despite all of this, there is 
evidence that students with IDD/CCN do benefit from instruction that includes opportunities to 
independently read texts they select themselves. For example, Hatch and Erickson (2018) 
reported significant gains on the Universally Accessible Emergent Literacy Battery (Erickson et 
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al., 2005) after a group of adolescents with IDD with and without CCN were provided with daily 
opportunities to read self-selected books from a library of age-respectful, beginning levels texts.  
Writing. Writing is an important, yet often overlooked, aspect of emergent literacy 
instruction for students with (Erickson, et al., 2017; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Sturm et al., 
2019) and without IDD/CCN (Pelatti et al., 2014). For students without disability labels, there is 
a strong relationship between reading and writing (Adams, 1990), such that development in one 
aids the development of the other (Berninger et al., 2002). At its core, writing is a cognitive 
process (Flowers & Hayes, 1981), that requires students to plan, translate, review, and monitor 
their text composition. Even emergent writers engage in these thinking processes (Decker, et al., 
2016), as they progress from drawing, to scribbling, and on to letter-like forms and letter strings 
(Byington & Kim, 2017). Emergent writing skills are predictors of students’ future reading and 
writing achievement (Puranik & Lonigan, 2012).  
Emergent writers are developing and integrating knowledge across three domains: 
conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and generative knowledge (Puranik & Lonigan, 
2014). Conceptual knowledge refers to understanding that writing has a purpose and that print 
conveys meaning. Procedural knowledge refers to the mechanics of letter and word writing. 
Generative knowledge refers to students’ abilities to produce text that conveys meaning, beyond 
the single word level. When students are emergent in their understandings about print, they 
benefit from having opportunities to write independently and to observe literate communication 
partners write co-constructed messages (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020; Sénéchal et al., 2001). 
In general education classrooms, the latter tends to look like adults transcribing what students 
narrate to them orally. For students who are unable to use speech for this type of narration, there 
are ways to engage in shared writing experiences that support the development and integration of 
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conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and generative knowledge, but these structured 
approaches to shared writing do not support the same level of integration as independent writing 
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020).  
For students with IDD/CCN, the ability to write is especially important (Wollack & 
Koppenhaver, 2011). Historically, students with IDD have had limited opportunities to learn to 
write in integrated ways that support them in linking both form and meaning (Ruppar, 2015; 
Sturm, 2012). Rather, instruction has focused on copying words and sentences, completing 
worksheets, and handwriting practice (Sturm, 2012). This focus on narrow, decontextualized 
tasks that focus more on producing letters than communicating meaning provides students with 
few opportunities to make connections between instructional activities and writing for an 
authentic meaning or purpose (Ruppar, 2015; Ruppar et al., 2011). The risk here is that students 
with IDD/CCN, as members of the group of students with IDD, are at a great disadvantage in 
regards to communication outcomes if instructional activities in the classroom fail to teach them 
how to write for a variety of purposes.  
Not only does instruction with students with IDD/CCN fail to comply with best practices 
around emergent writing instruction (Sturm et al., 2019), but the intervention literature with this 
population also historically fails to reflect the emergent literacy model (Pennington & Carpenter, 
2019; Pennington et al., 2018). For example, in their systematic review of the literature 
Koppenhaver and Williams (2011) found that research about writing instruction for students with 
IDD overwhelmingly focuses on spelling single sight words. When Ruppar (2015) asked 
teachers to demonstrate typical literacy instruction with students with IDD/CCN, she found that 
writing instruction overwhelmingly involved copying, tracing, or using picture communication 
symbols to construct messages. Even when intervention studies attempt to incorporate 
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meaningful contexts, assumptions about how students with IDD/CCN learn leads to interventions 
that rely on massed trials, prompts, and external reinforcements that may or may not have a 
relationship to the students’ writing (see Pennington & Carpenter, 2019; Pennington et al., 2018). 
When students have insufficient emergent literacy knowledge, these rote tasks do little to support 
them in becoming conventionally literate. In fact, Pennington and colleagues (2018) have found 
that students have trouble generalizing what they learn in massed trials to untrained contexts.  
Likely the cognitive process required to use traditional orthography (Berninger & Gans, 
1989; Flowers & Hayes, 1981), coupled with access barriers to manipulating traditional pencils 
and keyboards (Hanser, 2006), explains why writing has been overlooked for this population. In 
their systematic review of literacy interventions with students with CCN, Machalicek et al. 
(2010) intentionally excluded studies interested in improving writing skills, “because they 
focused more on communication than literacy” (p. 222). The desire to separate writing from 
communication is odd, especially when their findings demonstrated that most studies 
investigated shared reading interventions as a platform for supporting expressive communication 
(Machalicek et al., 2010).  
When the literature is reviewed, it is clear that students with IDD/CCN are 
underrepresented, with research prioritizing students with either IDD or CCN. In fact, many 
studies of literacy among students with CCN intentionally exclude students with IDD. This may 
be a result of long-held beliefs about candidacy models which posit that "some nonvocal, 
nonwriting clients are better candidates than others for learning English orthography" (Berninger 
& Gans, 1986; p. 63). To this day, discussions about who benefits from literacy learning 
opportunities persist, with teachers unclear about whether their students with IDD/CCN benefit 
from literacy instruction (Ruppar et al., 2017). This is disheartening when we consider the 
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promising literature base, albeit small, that suggests students with IDD/CCN do benefit from 
daily opportunities to participate in comprehensive literacy instruction (Bock & Erickson, 2015; 
Erickson et al., 1997; Hatch & Erickson, 2018; Koppenhaver & Erickson 2020).  
Restricted Opportunities to Learn  
Historically, students with IDD/CCN have had restricted literacy learning opportunities 
(Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). Classrooms were overwhelmingly ill-equipped to 
provide students with opportunities to independently access texts or writing tools (Koppenhaver 
& Erickson, 2003; Mike, 1995). Even when students were educated in print-rich environments, 
they tended to have infrequent opportunities to read independently, listen to storybook readings, 
access writing utensils, or engage meaningfully with peers around text (Mike, 1995).  
Precious few instructional minutes were dedicated to literacy practices (Koppenhaver & 
Yoder, 1993). Even in classrooms in which literacy was deemed to be "particularly well 
promoted" (Mike, 1995; p. 629), instructional time was significantly restricted (i.e., < 30 minutes 
per day). Exacerbating the problem was the fact that more than half of the time devoted to 
literacy practices was interrupted by nonacademic activities such as positioning, transitioning, 
toileting, or waiting (Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Mike, 1995). Koppenhaver (1991) found that 
students spent more time in non-instructional activities (e.g., waiting) than any single literacy 
practice.  
The instruction that did occur was overwhelmingly teacher-directed, with students 
adopting passive roles as they listened to adults or responded to prompts (Koppenhaver, Evans, 
et al., 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Mike, 1995). Students rarely had opportunities to 
work, or interact with peers, as instruction primarily occurred one-on-one with an adult 
(Koppenhaver, Evans, et al., 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Mike, 1995). Lessons, 
 
 22 
designed to help students master skills in isolation, favored identification of single letters and 
words rather than exposing students to connected text or writing opportunities (Koppenhaver & 
Yoder, 1993; Mike, 1995). As such, lessons assessed what students could do while providing 
little instruction. Furthermore, literacy focused almost entirely on reading skills (i.e., 
comprehension of texts and sight word identification) rather than text composition 
(Koppenhaver, Evans, et al., 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993).  
Mike (1995) discovered that technology facilitated a significant portion of students’ 
meaningful literacy interactions (i.e., < 25%). Unfortunately, technology was woefully 
underused as a teaching tool, likely because teachers viewed technology as a leisure activity, 
rather than an academic tool. When students were able to access it, a word processor allowed 
students to compose text for personally meaningful reasons, often for each other. For example, 
students enjoyed using word processing programs to compose cards and banners for celebrations. 
The fact that this was done most often during free, non-instructional time suggests that students 
might have opportunities to learn about the forms and functions of print outside of direct 
instruction. Interestingly, literate adults with developmental disabilities and CCN agree that 
teachers should have made literacy more accessible, not only through better use of technology 
but also by increasing their expectations of students (Koppenhaver, Evans, et al., 1991).  
While physical, sensory and/or cognitive impairments certainly lead to reduced 
opportunity to develop and integrate emergent literacy skills (Light & Smith, 1993); perceptions 
of cognitive ability, reading readiness, and communication skills all influence whether or not 
students with IDD, with or without CCN, will have access to literacy instruction (Light & 
McNaughton, 1993; Ruppar, 2017; Ruppar et al., 2011). The arguably pitiful opportunities 
historically provided to students with IDD/CCN betrays the prevailing belief the students must 
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develop certain prerequisite skills before benefiting from reading and writing interventions 
(Berninger & Gans, 1986; Kliewer & Biklen, 2007; Koppenhaver et al., 1991). Not surprisingly, 
segregating students and withholding instruction fails to produce literacy. Parent advocacy and 
subsequent policy change have increased the demands placed on teachers to provide 
comprehensive literacy instruction to students with IDD/CCN (ESSA, 2015). Unfortunately, 
there has been little evidence that students with IDD/CCN have benefited from these efforts 
(Ruppar, 2017).  
Contemporary Research on Literacy Learning Opportunities  
Few studies have investigated literacy instruction with students with IDD/CCN since the 
passing of the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) or 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). The research that does exist largely 
suggests that the literacy instruction provided by teachers in self-contained classrooms does little 
to provide students opportunities to develop the emergent literacy skills necessary to benefit 
from later conventional literacy instruction (Browder et al., 2006; Erickson, 2017; Ruppar, 2017; 
Sénéchal et al., 2001).Though the literature is limited, these findings apply across young students 
in inclusive settings (Grisham-Brown et al., 2010; Pufpaff, 2008) and adolescents in various 
settings (Ruppar, 2015; Ruppar et al., 2017).  
Little has changed for this population since Koppenhaver (1991) made the initial call for 
an increased emphasis on literacy for students with IDD/CCN (Katims, 2000; Koppenhaver & 
Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015). Most students with IDD/CCN continue to be 
educated in separate education classrooms or schools (Erickson & Geist, 2016) where instruction 
continues to be conducted one-on-one with the teacher directing and the students assuming a 
passive role (Ruppar, 2015). Picture symbols, worksheets, and single letters and words in 
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dominate instruction (Browder et al., 2006; Ruppar, 2015). Instruction overwhelming 
emphasizes reading words, with few teachers providing any writing opportunities (Koppenhaver 
& Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015) or independent access to writing tools 
(Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; Pufpaff, 2008). Unfortunately, students have very limited 
access to engaging texts that will allow them to improve and apply emerging literacy skills 
(Kliewer et al., 2006; Ruppar, 2015). Disturbingly, Ruppar (2015) found that the majority of 
texts read to adolescent students were about the students’ own negative behavior. Given these 
findings, it is not surprising that students with IDD/CCN continue to be largely unable to read 
with comprehension above a second-grade level (Erickson & Geist, 2016).  
Differences in Learning Opportunities Across Instructional Settings 
Encouraging work has investigated the impact of instructional settings on literacy 
opportunities for young students with disabilities. Specifically, the work focuses on the impact of 
inclusive settings (see Erickson et al., 1997; Pufpaff, 2008). For example, Grisham-Brown and 
colleagues (2010) found that inclusive preschools that served children with disabilities had 
statistically significantly higher scores (p > .001) on the Early Language and Literacy Classroom 
Observation tool than preschools that served no children with disabilities. In addition, scores 
were also significantly higher on the Literacy Environment checklist. This means that inclusive 
classrooms received higher scores for their use of books and writing materials than classrooms 
that did not serve children with disabilities. Unfortunately, students who share the same 
classroom often have very different learning opportunities (Connor, et al., 2009; Pelatti et al., 
2014; Pufpaff, 2008). While print-rich environments influence the frequency, duration and 
complexity of literacy activities of typically developing preschoolers (Neuman, 1999; Neuman & 
Roskos, 1992), students with IDD/CCN may not experience the same benefit without intentional 
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collaboration and planning by the educational team in order to support those students in 
accessing the environment and instruction (Pufpaff, 2008).  
Inclusive classrooms undoubtedly provide increased access to print-rich environments 
and classroom instruction. Unfortunately, students with IDD/CCN in these settings often face 
numerous barriers to participating in literacy routines (Erickson et al., 1997; Pufpaff, 2004; 
Zascavage & Keefe, 2004). For example, Pufpaff (2008) followed a young boy, William, with 
IDD/CCN for a year in an inclusive kindergarten that was using a high-quality, balanced literacy 
curriculum. Initially, she was eager to demonstrate the literacy growth William would surely 
experience over the course of the year. However, and perhaps more importantly, she discovered 
that William consistently had fewer literacy learning opportunities than his peers. For example, 
during the daily 15 minutes reading, students sat with each other around large tables, reading 
either to themselves, to peers, or the teacher. In contrast, William spent most of the time (> 90% 
observations) sitting by himself, looking at the pictures in books. While other students talked 
about books they read with their peers, and answered their teacher's questions about the books, 
William was infrequently extended these same opportunities (< 25% of observations). Lack of 
peer training and educational team planning meant that while many rich, meaningful literacy 
experiences occurred around him, William rarely ever was able to benefit from or participate in 
these literacy learning opportunities.  
Erickson et al. (1997) found Jordan, a 10-year old boy with IDD/CCN, faced similar 
barriers to fully participating in literacy instruction in the general education classroom. They 
found that by comprehensively assessing Jordan’s literacy skills, and problem solving around 
access barriers, they could work collaboratively with Jordan’s school team to provide him with 
comprehensive literacy instruction. At the beginning of the two-year qualitative case study, 
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Jordan was fully included in his fourth-grade general education classroom, but expectations for 
his literacy learning were found to be mismatched with his understandings of print. That is, the 
team was unaware that he was aware of letter sound correspondences, or that his listening 
comprehension was a relative strength. By tailoring intervention to Jordan’s unique literacy 
learning profile, and by prioritizing meaning over form, Jordan’s team was able to provide him 
with integrated, comprehensive literacy intervention that allowed him to engage successfully in 
conventional literacy instruction.  
Taken together, these studies highlight the pivotal role settings and educators play in 
providing instruction that extends literacy learning opportunities to students with IDD/CCN. To 
be clear, this is not to claim that solutions are always quickly or easily identified and 
implemented. It was not until his fifth-grade year that Jordan’s team developed a solution for him 
to independently access books during independent reading (Erickson, et al., 1997). Although 
advancements in technology have begun to eradicate barriers to a variety of literacy learning 
interventions, technology has not eradicated all barriers to instruction for students with 
IDD/CCN (Light & McNaughton, 2014). It is imperative that we persist in problem solving 
access barriers, so that students with IDD/CCN can have access to sufficient literacy learning 
opportunities to become conventional readers and writers. 
Impact of Increasing Literacy Learning Opportunities  
Nearly 30 years ago, Katims (1991) showed that when special education teachers extend 
opportunities to participate in a variety of emergent and conventional literacy activities, all 
students with IDD/CCN develop behaviors "indicative of early ‘reading' and ‘writing'" (p.73). To 
accomplish this, Katims provided a one-day training to a classroom teacher and her teaching 
assistants focused on: 
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(a) a well-stocked and accessible classroom library center, (b) daily group storybook 
readings by adults of books selected from the classroom library by children, and (c) 
regular visits to a classroom writing center for functional, meaningful "writing" activities. 
(p. 75) 
These literacy practices occurred every day for a year. At the end of the year, the entire 
class demonstrated increasingly sophisticated emergent reading and writing skills. Furthermore, 
the students in this class made gains in their concepts about print that were statistically 
significantly greater (p < .001) than their peers who received a developmental curriculum over 
the course of the same year.  
A decade later, Koppenhaver and Erickson (2003) demonstrated that preschool students 
with autism and CNN similarly benefited from increased opportunities to interact with print. The 
study began by observing the classroom twice a week, for two hours each observation, for four 
months. This in-depth, extended observation revealed that students had infrequent opportunities 
to use writing tools and their book reading interactions were restricted to the same twenty books 
in the classroom library. Subsequently, interventions were designed to increase natural 
opportunities for emergent literacy learning by increasing the quantity, diversity, and 
accessibility of writing tools and books available to students. Reading and writing opportunities 
were embedded into as many routines as possible, including independent play-based routines. 
Intervention took place twice a week, for 60-90 minutes, over the course of five months. During 
this time the researchers worked to actively engage, rather than direct or force, students into 
literacy routines.  
By the end of the intervention, students read and wrote in increasingly sophisticated 
ways, for a variety of purposes. One of the most intriguing findings was the frequency at which 
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students chose to do literacy activities once they were able to independently access books and 
writing materials in the classroom. Research has shown that many teachers do not believe their 
students with IDD/CCN are interested in literacy activities (Ruppar, 2017; Ruppar et al., 2011), 
yet, decades ago, Katims research suggested otherwise. Teachers cannot possibly know that their 
students are disinterested if they are not providing them with emergent literacy opportunities that 
allow them to independently explore a range of print forms and functions.  
Knoblauch (1990) suggests that "literacy is one of those mischievous concepts, like 
virtuousness and craftmanship, that appear to denote capacities but that actually convey value 
judgments" (p. 74). Narrow implementation of literacy instruction that focuses on responding to 
questions or identifying letters or words reveals more about the values of educators than the 
capabilities of learners. Unfortunately, this narrow approach to literacy instruction that privileges 
mastery and form over meaning and function not only fails to teach students to read and write 
conventionally (Copeland & Keefe, 2007), but it also serves to reinforce the underlying belief 
that student's with IDD have intrinsic deficits that prevent them from being able to read or write 
(Harry & Klingner, 2007). These deficit models let school teams off the hook: illiteracy becomes 
a manifestation of students' disabilities, not a reflection of educators' ability to teach. To 
universally improve literacy outcomes for this population of students, research needs to continue 
to explore the literacy learning opportunities provided to students. Not only will this provide 
crucial information about how students learn, but it will also illuminate factors that might be 
used to design interventions that support teachers in believing in the value of comprehensive 
literacy instruction for these students. The more we know about what is the more we can know 
about what might be.  
 
 29 
Methods of Quantifying Literacy Learning Opportunities in Classrooms 
A limited body of research from nearly three decades ago has served as the foundation 
for what we know about the classroom-based literacy experiences and opportunities of students 
with IDD/CCN (Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). The majority of the work employs descriptive, 
ethnographic investigations in special education classrooms (Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; 
Mike, 1995; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar et al., 2015). These data provide a rich, contextualized 
understanding, but fail to truly quantify the literacy learning opportunities of students with IDD. 
This work can involve counting codes and frequencies can be reported (e.g., Ruppar, 2015), but 
the data neither generalizes to other contexts (Polit & Beck, 2010), nor demonstrates causality 
(Miles et al., 2014). Rather, on its own, qualitative data illuminates patterns and connections 
(Charmaz, 2006) but is not designed to offer generalizable insights. 
The reliance on qualitative methods of data collection has led to a literature base that fails 
to describe the experiences and opportunities amongst the wider population of students with 
IDD/CCN. Participant observation requires the researcher to spend significant time in the 
classroom. As such, many studies have taken place in a single classroom (Erickson et al., 1997; 
Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; Mike, 1995; Pufpaff, 2008) while the remaining observed two 
to four classrooms at most (Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Ruppar, 2015). 
Restricted contexts have led to restricted samples. Historically, this meant adolescents with 
cerebral palsy (Koppenhaver; 1991; Mike, 1995). More recently, samples have included young 
students with autism (Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003) and IDD (Pufpaff, 2008), as well as 
adolescents with IDD including autism and genetic syndromes (Ruppar, 2015).  
While increased diversity increases the transferability of findings (Polit & Beck, 2010), 
many student profiles remain absent from the literature. For example, most students in the extant 
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literature use AAC to augment their natural speech (e.g., Ruppar, 2015). The absence of students 
who use AAC as an alternative to speech represents a significant gap in the literature (Benson-
Goldberg & Erickson, 2018), as students who are able to use natural speech have been shown to 
have significantly greater access to literacy outcomes than their peers who do not use natural 
speech (Erickson & Geist, 2016). This suggests that the results of the extant literature may 
overestimate the literacy learning opportunities provided to students who do not use natural 
speech.  
Historically, quantifying literacy opportunities was important for demonstrating that the 
continuum-based model of literacy development applied to students with IDD/CCN 
(Koppenhaver, Coleman, et al., 1991). As a result, it is generally accepted that emergent literacy 
perspective applies to this population. Furthermore, students with IDD/CCN have, for decades, 
been denied adequate and appropriate literacy learning opportunities, despite evidence that 
emergent literacy learning opportunities lead to literacy gains in both reading and writing. 
Simultaneously, research with typically developing populations has found that not all 
opportunities equally propel development (Connor et al., 2006; Connor et al., 2007; Sénéchal et 
al., 2001) 
By videotaping classrooms, and coding at fifteen-second intervals, Connor et al. (2006) 
found that the language and literacy activities preschoolers engage in had systematic, significant, 
and specific relationships to individual's alphabet knowledge, letter-word recognition, and 
vocabulary skills. How instruction is delivered (i.e., teacher mediated, small group, child 
mediated, whole class), the content of instruction (i.e., code- or meaning-focused), and student 
strengths at the beginning of the year all interact at the level of the classroom and the individual 
to predict academic achievement. Most importantly, hierarchical linear modeling demonstrated 
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that students who entered school with low scores on literacy tasks made slower growth when 
they received either fewer or mismatched instructional minutes. Therefore, by quantifying 
literacy opportunity on a large scale (N = 156 students in 34 classrooms), with a fine-grained 
tool, Connor et al. (2006) were able to use sophisticated statistical modeling (i.e., hierarchical 
linear modeling) to produce inferences about how those opportunities impacted student learning; 
ultimately leading to a new line of inquiry about matching instruction to student profiles (see 
Connor et al., 2009). These findings suggest that similar work with students with IDD/CCN 
might improve our conceptions of how students learn, subsequently informing future 
intervention research and implementation.  
Fortunately, the extant literature includes examples of interventions that are already 
improving literacy outcomes for students with IDD/CCN (see Bock & Erickson, 2015; Erickson 
et al., 1997; Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003). Unfortunately, there is little 
evidence that these interventions are being used widely. Based on the current dearth of 
information, it is anticipated that research designs that mix both qualitative and quantitative 
research methods are needed at this time to address this gap in the literature.  
Summary  
 The purpose of this project was to examine the emergent literacy learning opportunities 
provided to students with IDD/CCN in special education classrooms. The mixed method study 
provides an updated view of the status quo for this population, and provides context for 
understanding why literacy rates remain so low among students with IDD/CCN (Ruppar, 2015). 
The long-term goal is for the results of this study to inform a new line of inquiry and practice 
aimed at ameliorating these low literacy rates. 
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CHAPTER 3  
The paucity of research regarding literacy learning opportunities provided to students 
with intellectual and development disabilities and complex communication needs (IDD/CCN) 
makes it difficult to ascertain if the literacy challenges among these students are a result of the 
nature of their myriad intellectual, cognitive, physical, and/or sensory disabilities, co-occurring 
communication disorders, limited opportunity to learn, or some combination of these. The 
purpose of the current study was to address this gap in the literature by determining the emergent 
literacy learning opportunities teachers report providing to their students with IDD/CCN, while 
also exploring the impact of the classroom context on emergent literacy learning opportunities.  
This study employed a concurrent embedded mixed methods design with research 
questions linked to the survey, the case study, and the convergence of the two. The research 
questions for the survey include:  
R1. What emergent literacy learning opportunities do teachers report providing to the 
students with IDD/CCN in their classrooms?  
R2. Based on teacher report, how often do students with IDD/CCN participate these in 
emergent literacy learning opportunities?  
R3. Based on teacher report, which emergent literacy practices occur on a daily basis? 




For the embedded case study, the guiding research question was:  
R5. How does classroom context influence students’ emergent literacy learning 
opportunities? 
In keeping with mixed-methods research, during data collection and analysis the two 
studies were analyzed together to address the following research question:  
R6. How do classroom observations converge or diverge with teacher survey data?   
Epistemological Assumptions 
Researchers’ epistemologies, or their beliefs about how knowledge is constructed, 
impacts every aspect of research: the questions asked, the studies designed, the samples included, 
and the conclusions derived are all influences by epistemology. Traditionally, the epistemology 
guiding research in speech and hearing sciences is post-positivist, as researchers seek to 
eliminate bias in order to demonstrate the efficacy of a treatment intervention (Elliot, 2001; 
Thyer, 2008). While this view is foundational to current conceptions of evidence-based practice 
(Ryan, 2018), my own epistemological stance prevents me from accepting that research 
endeavors are ever devoid of bias or value neutral (Giddings & Grant, 2007).  
The current study was born out of my desire to understand more about the current state of 
practice in special education classrooms in the United States for students with IDD/CCN labels. 
Embedded in that desire is the bias that students with IDD/CCN deserve and require access to 
comprehensive emergent literacy instruction – that every day they should have access to a 
myriad of literacy learning opportunities. The study is predicated on the idea that by knowing 
what is, the field might be better equipped to improve instruction and intervention aimed at 
increasing learning opportunities for this population of students. In this way, this study was 
designed both to answer a set of research questions, and also to address a moral imperative, with 
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the assumption that the resulting product will “exist within a critical discourse” (Noblit, et al., 
2004; p. 24)  
Research Design  
This study used a concurrent embedded mixed methods design. This is a design in which 
one data set provides a supportive, secondary role in a study based primarily on another data set. 
The primary data set for this study was a survey asking teachers of students with IDD/CCN to 
quantify the emergent literacy learning opportunities they provide in their classrooms. The 
secondary data comes from a qualitative case study that richly describes emergent literacy 
learning opportunities in the natural context of five classrooms. The rich descriptions of student 
emergent literacy learning experience in context adds to and is integrated with the quantitative 
data to describe literacy learning opportunities afforded to students with IDD/CCN. 
Participants and Setting  
The participants were drawn from the larger sample of teachers (n = 61) who participated 
in Project Core (U.S. Department of Education, # H327S140017; www.project-core.com) and 
Tar Heel Shared Reader (U.S. Department of Education, # H327S160005; 
http://sharedreader.org) in the 2019-2020 school year. Both projects are federally-funded projects 
designed to improve communication and literacy instruction for students with IDD. Project Core 
had dissemination sites in six different programs across five states, with 49 classroom teachers 
participating. Though smaller in scale, Tar Heel Shared Reader offered a similar opportunity to 
recruit 12 teachers who work with students with IDD/CCN from two different program across 
two states.  
Both projects are aimed at teachers of students with IDD/CCN who have limited ability  
to use speech, signs, or graphic symbols to meet their face-to-face communication needs (see 
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Erickson & Geist, 2016). However, this does not mean the they address the needs of a 
homogenous group of students. Rather, the students in the classrooms in the two projects are 
largely representative of the heterogeneity present within the population of students with 
IDD/CCN (Andzik et al., 2018; Erickson & Geist, 2016).  
Recruiting through these two programs not only provided access to a relatively large 
number of teachers who teach a heterogenous group of students with IDD/CCN, but it also 
increased access to a variety of education contexts for the case study. Teachers who completed 
the survey teach in self-contained classrooms in general education schools and in special 
education classrooms in public separate schools that exclusively serve students with disabilities; 
however, none of the teachers taught in inclusive education settings. This recruiting strategy 
ensured access to special education teachers across the grade-spans, from pre-K through high 
school, and the focus on self-contained settings reflects the reality of education placements for 
students with IDD/CCN across the United States. 
Procedures  
After appropriate modifications to standing protocols were approved by the Institutional 
Review Board at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, teachers who consented to 
participate in either Project Core or Tar Heel Shared Reader in the 2019-2020 school year were 
sent a survey designed to measure the frequency of literacy learning opportunities provided in 
their classrooms. Initial invitations were sent directly to teachers via e-mail through Qualtrics at 
the end of the fall of 2019. Reminder e-mails were set to be automatically generated by Qualtrics 
to all non-responding teachers at two-week intervals. These reminders were sent four times total.  
Concurrently, participant observations were conducted in five classrooms in a rural 
school district in the south east. The classrooms included two at the elementary level, one at the 
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middle school level, and two at the high school level. Each classroom was observed on three 
different occasions. Teachers who consented to participate in Project Core in the school district 
were contacted for their classroom schedules, which were used to identify potential observation 
periods. Initial classroom observations were scheduled during times of the day that appeared to 
be most likely to result in emergent literacy opportunities. Subsequent observations were 
scheduled so as to observe across previously unobserved parts of the day, while trying to avoid 
times when students were scheduled to be out of the classroom for specials or lunch for example.  
Quantitative Methods  
The quantitative portions of the study focused on quantifying the emergent literacy 
learning opportunities teachers reported providing to their students with IDD/CCN. The primary 
technique for collecting data was a Qualtrics survey, distributed to special education teachers 
participating in Project Core and Tar Heel Shared Reader.  
Teacher Survey  
The survey asked teachers to indicate how frequently they and their students engage in 
different emergent literacy practices. This survey was modeled after the survey used to quantify 
the literacy instruction provided in general education in grades 1-3 (Sturm et al., 2006). 
Modifications were made to reduce the length of the survey and to focus on emergent rather than 
conventional literacy practices. Specific item development was informed by literature about 
emergent literacy practices for students with (see Erickson, 2017; Katims, 1991; Koppenhaver & 
Erickson, 2003) and without disabilities (see NELP, 2008), and the literacy opportunities often 
reported in the literature as frequently occurring in special education classrooms (see Browder et 
al., 2006; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993; Pufpaff, 2008; Ruppar, 2015; Ruppar et al., 2015). Items 
were developed that represent both high- and low-quality practices (see Table 3.1 for examples 
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of high- and low-quality practices). Participants were asked to indicate whether an activity or 
routine occurs daily, weekly, yearly, or never. They were then asked to indicate how often the 
activity or routine occurred (i.e., 1x daily, 3x weekly, etc.). See Appendix A for the complete 
survey.  
At the beginning of the survey, participants were informed that they would be asked 
about a variety of reading and writing instructional routines that may or may not occur in their 
classroom. They were given instructions to answer each question with their “target students” in 
mind. That is, to only answer yes to practices used with their students with IDD/CCN, even if the 
routine occurs with other students in their classroom.  
Table 3.1 Examples of High- and Low-quality Practices 
 High-quality practice Low-quality practice 
Read Alouds I make comments when I read 
with my target students.  
I play audiobooks or videos of 
other people reading books for my 
target students.  
Reading Instruction  I re-read books to my target 
students.  
I teach my target students to match 
symbols or pictures to words.  
Writing  I encourage my target students to 
write about a topic of their 
choice.  
My target students are learning use 
writing tools to trace letters.  
Alphabet Knowledge I teach my target students to 
recognize upper case letters.  
I teach using a letter of the week 
approach with my target students.  
 
The survey also included a demographic data section, which asked about years teaching 
students with IDD and education level, degrees, and areas of certification. Teachers were asked 
to indicate if they were participating in Project Core or Tar Heel Shared Reader and indicate 
which professional development modules associated with the projects they had completed prior 
to completing the survey. This final item was important given that the professional development 
modules in both projects specifically address high-quality emergent literacy instructional 
practices, and it was deemed important to try to understand the impact that training may have 
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had on participant responses.  
Survey data analysis. The survey data were analyzed using both descriptive and 
inferential analyses. Prior to analysis, the data were screened to check for missing data, linearity 
of data, homoscedasticity, normality and multivariate outliers.  
The overarching purpose of the study, to quantify the emergent literacy learning 
opportunities provided to students with IDD/CCN, guided the initial choice of statistical tests and 
analyses used. Since the primary goal was to quantify emergent literacy learning opportunities, 
descriptive statistics were generated to address the following questions:  
R1. What emergent literacy learning opportunities do teachers report providing to the 
students with IDD/CCN in their classrooms? 
Results of items that reflect emergent literacy practices that teachers endorse were 
summarized in text and are reported in tabular form. Multiple measures of central tendency are 
reported (i.e., mean and modal responses). Modes are reported as a measure of central tendency 
because of the highly skewed nature of the data (Wilcox & Keselman, 2003), which increases the 
risk that the means might lie in the tails. Not only does this suggest that the means are unreliable 
for the group, but that they also fail to represent any one students’ true opportunities in the 
classroom. Therefore it was decided that both the mode and mean would be reported, in order to 
investigate differences between what teachers most frequently endorse (i.e., mode) and the 
average (i.e., mean).  
R2. Based on teacher report, how often do students with IDD/CCN participate these in 
emergent literacy learning opportunities? 
The frequencies associated with the emergent literacy practices identified in R1 were 
converted into a per/year metric. Means of item-level results are reported in tabular form.  
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R3. Based on teacher report, which emergent literacy practices occur on a daily basis? 
All items teachers reported doing at least one time daily on average (i.e. >180 times a 
year) are reported, along with other measures of central tendency.  
Other research questions were addressed with inferential statistics as follows: 
R4. Are there relationships between student characteristics and emergent literacy learning 
opportunities? 
Both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to address this question. Non-
parametric tests were conducted to examine the relationship between survey results and 
demographic and setting data. Descriptive statistics are summarized in text and tabular form in 
association with findings of statistically significant differences between student and classroom 
characteristics.   
Qualitative Case Study 
The concurrent embedded qualitative phase of the study focused on describing emergent 
literacy learning opportunities in the natural context of classrooms. Participant observations were 
conducted in consenting classrooms in a rural school district in the southeast, in separate, self-
contained classrooms within general education public schools. Field notes from observations 
were supplemented with researcher memos, impromptu interviews with teachers, as well as 
photographs of artifacts, which included classroom schedules, teaching materials, and student 
work. Participant observation and field notes were guided by the overarching objective of 
documenting emergent literacy learning opportunities provided by teachers in their classroom, as 




Integration of the Data Sets  
In keeping with the concurrent embedded design, after the data were collected and 
analyzed, they were integrated in order to examine where the data converged and diverged 
(Creswell & Clark, 2018). While traditionally the data sets are analyzed completely separately 
before integration (Creswell & Clark, 2018), this study was unique in that the data were explored 
concurrently and in an iterative process, as is common in constant comparative methods 
(Charmaz, 2014, Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The result was that the survey data were analyzed at 
the same time that the participant observations were conducted and coded. During this process, 
the question was constantly posed, How do classroom observations converge or diverge with the 
teacher survey data? Among other findings, repeatedly asking this question, and constantly 
comparing the data during analysis and collection, drove the shift in the ways measures of central 
tendency are reported.  
Research Context  
 The qualitative phase was conducted in self-contained special education classrooms in 
general education public schools. Specific classrooms were selected by identifying teachers who 
had not previously participated in Tar Heel Shared Reader and had just begun participating in the 
professional development modules associated with Project Core. As such, they were likely to 
have completed professional development focused on enhancing their symbolic communication 
instruction, but would not have completed professional development focused on emergent 
literacy practices. Observations were scheduled to ensure that field notes were collected across 
the school day, both during times where literacy routines were most (e.g., English language arts) 
and least likely to occur (e.g., lunch). Observations occurred over the course of four months, 
resulting in 15 sets of field notes. As detailed in Table 3.2, a total of 12.25 hours of instruction 
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were observed across the five classrooms, with each classroom averaging 147 minutes of 
observation. Observations lasted 49 minutes on average (range = 30 - 75). See Appendix B for 
the observation guide.   











Observation 1 75 37 46 60 58 
Observation 2 48 49 35 43 75 
Observation 3 46 30 50 40 43 
Total  169 116 131 143 176 
 
Participants  
 The teacher participants in the qualitative case study portion of this study were licensed 
in their state to teach special education. Each teacher had two or more students that met 
participation criteria for Project Core (noted below) and had families who provided consent for 
their participation. All teacher participants consented to allow researchers to observe in their 
classroom. Pseudonyms are used.  
Maggie. Maggie was an elementary grades classroom teacher. Maggie had taught the 
observed class, with the same students, for the past three years; however, the district had recently 
relocated her classroom to a new school. She reported feeling the transition had been difficult 
since “they have never had an AU/Lifeskills classroom [at this school]. They expect things that 
aren’t appropriate for my students – like they want them to go to specials with the other students. 
And they stare and do not know what to do when they scream or have melt downs or behaviors.”  
Instruction in Maggie’s classroom was routinized. Each student had a large visual 
schedule with laminated Velcro cards representing where and what students should be doing. 
Students were prompted to check their schedules at every transition – when they arrived at 
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school, returned from recess, and when the timer alarms sounded during in-class rotations. 
Students spent most of the day working individually, rotating through the different work stations 
in the room. This rotation allowed Maggie to work individually with each student on academic 
skills.  
Maggie’s room was set up around an interactive board with a carpet on the floor in front 
of it. On either side of the carpet were her desk and a kidney shaped table. This was where 
Maggie spent most of her time during instructional routines. There were tables and stations 
arranged throughout the rest of the room. Maggie’s classroom had a small classroom library in 
the back corner, with comfortable places for the students to sit. There was a special bookshelf set 
up to display books with the covers facing out, which created an atmosphere of warmth and 
invitation.  
Meredith. Meredith was an elementary grades classroom teacher. It was Meredith’s 
second year teaching students with IDD/CCN. Her classroom was considered to be an 
AU/Lifeskills classroom. Meredith’s room at first glance was set up like a typical elementary 
grades classroom. There were three pods of tables in the center of the room, a teacher’s desk in 
the far back corner, and a rug centered on the floor in front of a projector at the front of the room. 
Upon closer inspection, there were three single carousels for individual students facing away 
from the grouped tables. These carousels were in a far corner, so that students faced the wall 
with their backs to the rest of the class. One of the carousels was positioned in the very corner 
and surrounded by three blue athletics mats.  
Instruction in Meredith’s room focused heavily on worksheet completion. When students 
arrived in the morning, they went straight to their assigned seat where a worksheet waited for 
them. Meredith got many of her worksheets from Teachers Pay Teachers. The worksheets tended 
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to require students to trace or color, and focused on single letters or numbers, as well as tracing 
of student’s own names. Upon finishing a worksheet, they were instructed to file it, and then 
given a new worksheet. The independent completion of worksheets allowed Meredith to pull 
individual students to work one at a time on reading skills. Meredith used a mixture of free 
online reading programs on her laptop and Teachers Pay Teachers during one-on-one instruction. 
Meredith did not focus on academic skills in the afternoon, instead she “works them hard until 
12:30 and then lets them use sensory bin activities for the rest of the day.” When asked about 
group instruction, Meredith explained that because one of the students in the class has “a lot of 
behavior, really big behavior like hitting and making bruises and yelling [she] can’t do groups 
because of the attention seeking behavior of that student who gets upset and jealous when 
anyone else gets attention.” She continued, “I would like to do more groups. I saw the other 
teachers doing groups in Tar Heel Shared Reader last year in another class, but I don’t know how 
to do it.” 
There were ten iPads in the classroom, but they were locked into a charging station by 
Meredith’s desk. Only one student had an application downloaded to use as an augmentative and 
alternative communication (AAC) system. This student only had access to the iPad as an AAC 
system in the morning when Meredith placed the students’ lunch orders. Otherwise the iPads 
were primarily used as rewards or to watch videos and play games during free time.  
Sylvia. Sylvia was a middle grades classroom teacher with over a decade of experience 
teaching students with exceptional needs in self-contained settings. She had a loud, cheerful, and 
sing-song voice that she used when talking directly with students. Sylvia’s classroom was very 
large. Her desk was immediately to the left when first walking in the door, and there was a large 
poster board behind it covered in pictures of Sylvia with former students and her family. There 
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was about 10 feet of open space between Sylvia’s desk and rows of individual desks for students 
in the center of the room. The desks were arranged in four rows of three and all faced an 
interactive whiteboard mounted on the wall. Beyond these chairs were two large tables that 
Sylvia used for group art projects. Sylvia’s room shared a door with another classroom, and 
adults from the other classroom frequently popped their heads in and out to talk with Sylvia.  
Sylvia’s instruction was primarily adult-led and organized around thematic units (e.g., 
winter animals, holidays, etc.). Arts and crafts projects figured prominently into group 
instructional routines. Typically, student participation during these activities was limited to 
providing a simple direction when prompted by Sylvia to indicate where they wanted something 
glued, or what color they wanted something to be in a pre-determined craft. When students were 
not grouped at the big tables for art projects, they sit at their individual desks as Sylvia used 
YouTube videos and games on the interactive whiteboard to facilitate instruction.  
The students with IDD/SCD did not have access to aided AAC systems in Sylvia’s class. 
One student was participating in trials to determine whether they would benefit from aided AAC.  
Samantha. Samantha was a high school grades classroom teacher. She had been teaching 
at her school for four years. Her classroom consisted of two rooms that could be joined or 
separated by a large soft-wall divider. One room was set up with four kidney shaped tables laid 
out facing an interactive whiteboard. Samantha taught from the front of this room, while teaching 
assistants sat in the inside of the kidney table facing the students, who all sat at assigned seats. 
Each student had their own rolling cart of supplies at their desk – including an array of writing 
tools. There were posters and signs all around the room, many with picture communication 
symbols corresponding to the text. In the front of the room, there was a display board covered in 
red colored butcher paper with the words “WOW WORK” die-cut and stapled to the top. 
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Student’s coloring sheets were posted there. The students were seated so their backs were to the 
partition and the second room, which had a kitchen with a large island and several long tables 
with sewing machines and an impressive wall of ribbons.  
Samantha had a calm and soothing demeanor. Her students enjoyed participating in class, 
as evidenced by their gleefully shouted responses and general demeanor. Samantha directed her 
instruction to the whole group across domains. Mini-lessons were followed up with worksheets, 
videos, or crafts projects. Most of instructional time was spent individually working to complete 
these tasks simultaneously.  
One student with IDD/CCN had access to an iPad with a communication app downloaded 
as an AAC system, and the remainder have Universal Core vocabulary systems taped to their 
desks. When students used aided AAC their comments were acknowledged and included, 
however, there was little emphasis on aided AAC use during instruction.  
Kimberly.  Kimberly was a high school grades teacher. This was her first year teaching, 
and her first year working with students with IDD/CCN. Teaching is a second career for 
Kimberly, and she received her license through lateral entry.   
Kimberly’s room had three desks arranged in a semi-circle at the front of the room facing 
an interactive board. Each desk was large enough for two students. All of the students sat in the 
semi-circle except for one, who had their own desk in a far corner away from the rest of the 
group. The desk was pushed up against a half wall bookshelf, which was perpendicular to the 
interactive whiteboard. A large ceiling-to-floor bookcase was positioned behind the desk, leaving 
a small opening for the student or Kimberly to come and go from the corner.  
Kimberly’s instruction relied on a mixture of one-on-one and group activities, which 
were all highly adult directed. Group instructional routines included morning meeting and social 
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studies – where Kimberly read from Unique Learning Systems (ULS, 2020) stories to the whole 
class. The majority of instruction relied on completing worksheets one-on-one with students. 
Students spent long periods of time waiting for peers to complete worksheets. When asked about 
literacy routines, Kimberly reported that she only worked on spelling and writing when she could 
find ten minutes to spare in the day in order to meet various IEP goals, but they “certainly do not 
work on those things every day, most likely only twice a week for about ten minutes.”  
Student Characteristics. Project Core aimed to address the communication needs of 
students with IDD/CCN who are not yet using speech, sign language or symbols to communicate 
across purposes, topics and partners. As such, all student participants in the classrooms described 
had IDD/CCN. The non-consenting students in the classroom were not included in field notes 
and are not included in the results of this study. Only interactions that occurred with students 
enrolled in Project Core were observed and recorded. All participating students were required to 
be between the ages of 3 and 26 and the time of enrollment, and educated in a public school 
system.  
Data Sources  
Sources of data for the case study portion of this study included observation field notes, 
pictures, and memos. Field notes and artifacts were gathered over the course of the winter, 
through scheduled observations with the teachers and students in their classrooms. Memo writing 
involved reflecting on and writing about the impressions, thoughts, feelings, and questions that 
arose during data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2014). Memo writing supported engagement 
in the personal work of critical interpretation that was intended to expand and explain alternate 
possibilities (Noblit et. al., 2004).  
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Participant observation with field notes was the primary data source. These observations 
occurred over the span of four months from October 2019 to January 2020. All observations 
occurred in-person in the classroom, prior to the commencement of remote learning as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Detailed notes were taken during each observation, using the 
observation guide (see Appendix B), then promptly cleaned. During cleaning, details and 
commentary were added to the field notes.  
Data Analysis  
The qualitative data were analyzed using constant comparative methods (Charmaz, 2014; 
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). These inductive methods involved recording, classifying, and 
comparing the data as it was being collected in order to understand relationships and generate 
theory (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). Grounded theory methods included initial coding, focused 
coding, and theoretical coding. The initial coding began with the onset of data collection. The 
focused coding served to synthesize the codes that emerged as most important and apply them to 
a broader portion of the data to test their adequacy. The theoretical coding involved integrating 
codes by relating them to one another to identify categories (Charmaz, 2014).  
This specific analytic approach was chosen because rather than attempt to prove or 
disprove a hypothesis, the current study aimed to allow data to tell the story through the iterative 
coding process. Furthermore, this process of iteration and interrogation supported the integration 
of the qualitative data into the quantitative findings. The memos, codes, and resulting narrative 
were constructed and looked at with the intention of integrating these findings with the 
quantitative data.   
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Credibility and Dependability 
 Procedures to address credibility included peer debriefing, data triangulation, and 
member checking. Peer debriefing offered the opportunity to receive feedback from peers that 
improved the quality of the inquiry (Guba, 1981). Data triangulation is commonly used to reduce 
bias and increase the credibility of findings (Anney, 2014). In this study, triangulation involved 
comparing qualitative data across time points and comparing qualitative results to the 
quantitative data. Member checking involved the case study teacher participants. Member 
checking improved the validity of emerging themes and involved sharing themes with 
participants and asking for feedback and clarification if needed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Observed teachers were asked at the end of every observation to comment on whether the 
observed session represented what typically occurred in their classroom during that scheduled 
time.  
Mixing Data Sets 
Often in concurrent embedded mixed methods designs, the qualitative data take a 
secondary role to the quantitative data, with the data being mixed after both sets have been 
analyzed in order to look for evidence of convergent or divergent results (Creswell & Clark, 
2018). Results were compared in this way in the current study, however, the methods were also 
mixed prior to this step.  
First, the methodologies were mixed by acknowledging research biases. As Giddings and 
Grant (2007) point out, the distinction between methodologies and methods is an important and 
often overlooked aspect of mixed methods research. In this study, mixing methodologies meant 
assuming there were motivations and biases driving the questions posed in the quantitative 
portion of the study. This required acknowledging the assumptions about low- and high-quality 
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emergent literacy instructional routines that influenced the design of the survey. Further, to truly 
acknowledge biases embedded in the research, I had to interrogate my own positionality – 
specifically my belief that all students, regardless of (dis)ability are capable of learning to read 
and write with traditional orthographic systems. Through this, it became clear that this project 
was firmly rooted in my belief that there is a moral imperative to improve the emergent literacy 
learning opportunities of this population.   
Second, the methods were mixed during analysis. Descriptive statistics were analyzed 
during the initial coding of the qualitative data. This inductive coding process began with the 
onset of collecting field notes, with the commitment to “stick closely to the data” (Charmaz, 
2014; p. 47). During initial coding, the thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of emergent literacy 
learning opportunities observed in classrooms were classified and compared to identify initial 
codes. As codes were identified incident-to-incident and line-by-line, they were reflected upon in 
written memos. Then, both data sets were revisited before comparing the codes against new 
sources of data. This iterative process of coding field notes, interrogating both data sets, and 
refining and furthering analyzing data supported an ongoing construction of codes, categories, 
themes, and statistical analysis. Specifically, for the statistical analysis of the survey data in this 
study, the iterative process of comparing data from the beginning involved considering various 
measures of central tendency beyond mean. Measures of central tendency are sensitive to 
features of the data (Wilcox & Keselman, 2003). When data are skewed, means often lie in the 
tails, regardless of sample size (Staudte & Sheather, 1990). This suggests that for non-normal 
data, researchers should investigate what other measures of central tendency convey about the 
data (Wilcox & Keselman, 2003). In the current study, rather than attempt to use transformations 
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to normalize the distributions, it was determined that measures of central tendency other than 
mean were important to use to accurately reflect the data.   
As asserted by Charmaz (2014), a key aspect of grounded theory methodology involves 
theoretical coding: integrating codes and relating them to a core category, in this case, emergent 
literacy learning opportunities. Theoretical sampling in this case was conceptual and involved 
seeking specific students, events, or actions that supported the elucidation of categories and 
development of theory. One of the benefits of theoretical sampling is that it is a recursive process 
that brings the researcher back to data that was already coded, guides collection of new data, and 
helps establish conceptually sound coding. Including the quantitative data in this process allowed 
for more rich and nuanced statistical analysis.  
Finally, once the data were analyzed, they were compared by asking where the data sets 
converged and diverged. This served to better understand how the two sets work together to 
explain the frequency and form of emergent literacy learning opportunities provided to students 
with IDD/CCN in their classrooms.  
Conclusion 
 The current study was designed to address the gap in the literature regarding literacy 
learning opportunities afforded to students with IDD/CCN. By determining the emergent literacy 
learning opportunities teachers’ report providing to their students with IDD/CCN, while also 
exploring the impact of the classroom context on emergent literacy learning opportunities, the 
results offer a multidimensional understanding of the ways that the participating teachers address 
the language, communication, and literacy-learning needs of their students.   
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CHAPTER 4  
The primary purpose of this study was to use a survey to quantify the emergent literacy 
learning opportunities special education teachers provide to their students with both intellectual 
and developmental disabilities and complex communication needs (IDD/CCN). The secondary 
purpose was to investigate how participant observation data collected in the classrooms of a 
subgroup of teachers converges or diverges from the quantitative data collected through the 
survey of a larger group of teachers. In this chapter, results are presented relative to each data 
source beginning with the quantitative results.  
Quantitative Results  
The primary data source for this study was teacher responses on a survey. The data were 
used to address the following research questions:  
R1. What emergent literacy learning opportunities do teachers report providing to the 
students with IDD/CCN in their classrooms?  
R2. Based on teacher report, how often do students with IDD/CCN participate these in 
emergent literacy learning opportunities?  
R3. Based on teacher report, which emergent literacy practices occur on a daily basis? 





Teachers (N = 54) from eight different sites across six states responded to the survey. 
This reflects an overall response rate of 89%. This higher-than-usual response rate is the result of 
the fact that this survey was collected as part of ongoing interactions with teachers who were 
engaged in the year-long intervention research as part of Project Core (U.S. Department of 
Education, # H327S140017; www.project-core.com) and Tar Heel Shared Reader (U.S. 
Department of Education, # H327S160005; http://sharedreader.org), which was anticipated to 
dramatically increase response rates. Of the responding teachers, two general education teachers 
were removed from the following analysis because their training, experience, and time spent 
with students with IDD/CCN were extremely limited. Furthermore, it was clear from their 
participation in Project Core that these general education teachers did not have primary 
responsibility for teaching literacy to the students with IDD/CCN who spent time in their 
classrooms. The data presented here reflect the responses of the 52 special education teachers 
who took the survey. On average, the teachers reported having 10 years of experience working 
with students with IDD, however this ranged from 1 to 30 years across the sample. The 
respondents reported working in their current schools for 7 years on average, however, the most 
common response was that teachers had only been working at the current school for a single 
year.  
 The survey asked about 57 specific instructional practices (see Appendix A), reflecting a 
full-range of emergent literacy learning opportunities (i.e., shared reading, writing, alphabet 
knowledge, and phonological awareness). There was not a single practice that all teachers 
reported using in their classroom with their students with IDD/CCN. On average, teachers 
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reported using nearly half (n = 27, 47%) of the practices on the survey daily. However the 
number of practices that occurred daily dropped to 26% (n = 15) when modes were inspected.  
Classroom Demographics  
On average, teachers reported having 7.65 (SD = 2.98) students in their classroom. Of 
these students, an average of 5.75 (SD = 2.72) were reported to have IDD/CCN. Roughly half of 
the teachers (46%, n = 24) taught students in either pre-k or elementary grades, and the other half 
(54%, n = 28) taught students in middle, high, or extended high-school grades. Most teachers 
(54%, n = 28) indicated that they had 2 or more hours of instructional time with their students 
with IDD/CCN a day. Few teachers (13%, n = 7) indicated they had an hour or less of 
instructional time with their students with IDD/CCN each day.  
Materials Available in Classroom  
Reading Materials. Most teachers indicated that they had a library in their classroom (n 
= 44; 85%) and that their students with IDD/CCN could access the library independently (n = 40; 
77%). When asked to estimate how many books were in their classroom library, 56% (n = 29) 
indicated they had 40 or fewer books, and 48% (n = 25) indicated they never changed the books 
in their classroom library during the school year.  
Teachers reported reading a variety of book types to their students with IDD/CCN across 
the school year. When asked how often they read from different book types across the year, 
teachers reported reading aloud from picture books most frequently (M = 251, SD = 395.23), 
followed by social stories (M = 170, SD = 336.95), adapted books (M = 120, SD = 172.92), 
highly decodable texts (M = 87.9, SD = 179.14), and board books (M = 79.5, SD = 158.84). 
Picture books were the only type of book reported as being read at least once per day on average. 
The modal response for all materials was zero.  
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Writing Tools. Most teachers indicated that they had writing tools in their classroom that 
their students with IDD/CCN were able to use (n = 46, 89%). When asked if students could 
access these tools whenever they wanted, 58% (n = 30) indicated yes. The writing tool most 
frequently indicated by teachers as being in their classrooms were crayons (n = 43, 83%), 
followed by markers (n = 40, 77%), pencils (n = 39, 75%), alternative pencils (n = 33, 63%), 
pens (n = 32, 62%), keyboards (n = 29, 56%), and letter stamps (n = 22, 42%). Individual 
teachers added that they used bingo daubers, picture symbols, PECs, chalk, and name stamps as 
writing tools. The most common place writing tools were stored was in cabinets (n = 35, 67%) 
and at teachers’ desks (n = 34, 65%). Less than half of teachers indicated that their classroom 
had a writing center (n = 21, 40%).  
Augmentative and Alternative Communication Devices. Most teachers indicated that 
all of their students with IDD/CCN had access to their own personal augmentative and 
alternative communication devices (AAC; n = 41, 79%) and that they had access to these devices 
during academic (n = 41, 79%) and non-academic (n = 39, 75%) instructional practices.  
Instructional Programs Used  
Teachers reported using a variety (M = 2.5, 0-5) of commercially available instructional 
programs in their classrooms. The program most used across classrooms was Unique Learning 
Systems (ULS, 2020; n = 29, 56%), followed by Reading A-Z (2020; n = 27, 52%), Starfall 
(2020; n = 26, 50%), Handwriting without Tears (Olsen & Knapton, 2008; n  = 20, 38%), 
Edmark (2011; n = 7, 13%), Early Literacy Skills Builder (ELSB; Browder et al., 2007; n = 6, 
12%), MEville to WEville (AbleNet, Inc., 2004; n = 3, 6%), Accessible Literacy Learning (ALL; 
Light & McNaughton, 2009; n = 2, 4%), and Readtopia (Don Johnston, 2020; n = 1, 2%). Some 
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teachers indicated they did not use any commercially available instructional programs (n = 5, 
10%).  
Instructional Practices 
The frequency of use of the instructional practices that teachers indicated using in their 
classrooms with their students with IDD/CCN were converted into a per/year metric. Since 
respondents were recruited through two different projects, differences between responses by 
project were examined using a series of Mann-Whitney U tests. This was done to determine 
whether the aims of the two projects had resulted in recruitment of teachers that engaged in 
different teaching practices. Distributions of instructional practices scores for both groups of 
teachers were similar, as assessed by visual inspection. Furthermore, no statistically significant 
differences were found between the two groups; therefore, all results are reported for the entire 
group of teachers as a whole. Descriptive statistics are reported for specific instructional 
practices based on overarching instructional domain (i.e., read alouds, reading instruction, 
writing instruction, alphabet knowledge, and phonological awareness) in Table 4.1.  
Instructional Practices that Occur Daily on Average  
On average, teachers’ responses indicated daily use of 31 (65%) of the instructional 
practices included in the survey. Of these, 10% (n = 5) do not target the needs of emergent 
readers and writers (i.e., asking questions during read-alouds; teaching students to match words; 
teaching students to match pictures and symbols to words; copying letters). Importantly, the 




Table 4.1  
Mean, Mode, and Standard Deviation of Instructional Practices per Year 
  
Mean Mode SD 
Read Aloud    
 Read aloud to small groups 540.69 180 558.82 
 Make comments about print while reading  506.08 180 605.82  
Read aloud books 490.15 900 610.32  
Read aloud to whole class 334.38 360 292.75  
Read aloud one-on-one with students  230.54 180 221.83 
 Re-read books 197.1 180 290.44  
Make comments while reading aloud  196.62 180 223.68  
Ask questions while reading aloud  179 180 208.72  
Teach vocabulary before reading aloud 175.15 0 349.98 
Reading Instruction     
Teach students to identify their names 351.69 0 420.47  
Teach students to identify functional sight words 315.69 0 455.96  
Encourage students to look at or read books on their own 305.31 0 392.00  
Teach students to match symbols or pictures to words 299.08 0 429.85  
Teach students to read 289.38 0 363.79  
Encourage students to choose what books they want to 
read 
261.77 0 326.02 
 
Teach students to identify or match individual words 240.23 0 348.07  
Play audiobooks or videos of other people reading  139.27 0 285.61 
Writing      
Expect students to use writing tools during academic 
instruction 
269.69 180 299.96 
 
Teach students to write  229.23 0 298.51  
Expect students to use writing tools to write their names 219.15 0 323.46  
Teach students to use individual letters to write and spell 203.92 0 301.36  
Expect students use writing tools to color 192.88 108 250.81  
Expect students use writing tools to copy letters 192.46 0 282.65  
Expect students use writing tools during non-academic 
instruction  
181.38 0 239.11 
 
Expect students use writing tools to draw 169.21 0 250.70  
Expect students use writing tools to trace letters 168.62 0 257.76  
Expect students use writing tools to write letters 144.81 0 252.74  
Expect students use writing tools to trace shapes  109.17 0 187.34  




Give students topics and prompts to write about 101.35 0 222.58  
Teach students to use symbols to write 99.06 0 211.92  
Expect students to use writing tools to write spelling 
words  
80.31 0 188.30 
 
Encourage students to write about a topic of their choice 79.21 0 201.88  
Expect students to use writing tools to write lists  43.62 0 183.27  
Expect students use writing tools to write stories  25.63 0 152.46 
Alphabet Knowledge     
 
Teach students to recognize letters in their names 351 180 283.36  
Teach students letter names 304.81 180 319.07  
Teach students letter sounds 259.12 180 291.95  
Teach students about the alphabet 257 180 276.70  
Teach students to recognize upper case letters 243 180 262.31  
Teach students to recognize lower case letters 217.38 0 268.83  
Recite the alphabet and encourage students to participate  185.54 0 334.41  
Teach a single letter a week  44.31 0 104.20 
Phonological Awareness     
 
Encourage students to participate in activities that help 
them manipulate individual sounds  253.4 0 350.47 
 
Teach students to listen for sounds in words  229.85 0 370.65  
Encourage students to read and recite nursery rhymes, 
songs, or chants 
141.92 0 283.50 
 
Teach students to identify syllables in words  101.27 0 230.82  
Play rhyming games with students 88.73 0 223.52 
 
Teacher Read Aloud. All nine instructional practices pertaining to teacher read aloud 
were indicated by at least one teacher as occurring in their classroom. None of the practices were 
unanimously indicated by all teachers. Nearly all (n = 8; 89%) of the instructional practices had a 
mean frequency that reflected daily use (i.e., 180 times per year on average). Further, the modal 
responses for these eight practices reflected daily use, with reading books aloud had a modal 
response of five times per day (900 times per year) and reading to the whole class had a modal 
response of two times per day (360 time per year). 
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Reading Instructional Practices. All seven practices around direct reading instruction 
were indicated to occur more than one time per day on average. None of the practices were 
unanimously indicated by all teachers. The modal response for all instructional practices was 
zero.   
Writing Instructional Practices. All 20 instructional practices were indicated as 
occurring by at least one teacher. No instructional practice was indicated by all teachers as 
occurring in their classroom. Seven of the instructional practices (35%) were indicated by 
teachers as occurring an average of once each day. The modal response for a single practice (i.e., 
students use writing tools during academic instruction) reflected daily use (i.e., 180); the modal 
response for all other writing instructional practices was zero (n = 19; 95%).  
Alphabet Knowledge Instructional Practices. All eight instruction practices were 
indicated by at least one teacher as occurring in their class. No instructional practice was 
indicated by all teachers as occurring in their classroom. Seven of the instructional practices 
(87.5%) were indicated by teachers as occurring an average of once each day. The modal 
response for five practices reflected daily use, while the modal response for all other alphabet 
knowledge instructional practices was zero (n = 3; 37.5%) 
Phonological Awareness Instructional Practices. All five instructional practices were 
indicated by at least one teacher as occurring in their class. No instructional practice was 
indicated by all teachers as occurring in their classroom. Two of the instructional practices (40%) 
were indicated by teachers as occurring an average of once each day. The modal response for all 
five phonological awareness practices was zero.   
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Impact of Student Age on Instructional Practices and Materials  
In order to investigate the impact of student age on emergent literacy learning 
opportunities, teachers’ were divided into two groups: (a) teachers of students in pre-k through 
fifth grade (n = 24), and (b) teachers of students in middle school through transition, including 
combination classrooms (n = 28). A series of Mann-Whitney U tests were run to determine if 
there were differences in instructional practices and materials reported between teachers at these 
two levels. Distributions of instructional practices for both groups of teachers were similar, as 
assessed by visual inspection. Statistically significant differences are reported below.  
Teachers of younger students indicated significantly higher median use of three 
instructional practices: (a) pointing to letters and words while reading was higher for teachers of 
younger students (Mdn = 540) than those with older students (Mdn = 180), (U = 217, p = .03, r = 
.31); (b) re-reading books aloud was higher for teachers of younger students (Mdn = 180) than 
those with older students (Mdn = 72), (U = 230, p = .05, r = .27); and (c) reciting the alphabet 
was higher for teachers of younger students (Mdn = 180) than those with older students (Mdn = 
0), (U = 204, p = .01, r = .35). The teachers of younger students also read aloud alphabet books 
(Mdn = 36, U = 204, p = .01, r =.35), board books (Mdn = 72, U = 109, p < .001, r =.62), and 
picture books (Mdn = 180, U = 190, p < .01, r = .38) more often than teachers with older students 
(Mdn = 0, 0, 36 respectively).   
Teachers with older students indicated significantly higher median use of three 
instructional practices: (a) encouraging students to write on a topic of their own choosing was 
higher for teachers of older students (Mdn = 15) than younger students (Mdn = 0), (U = 443.5, p 
= .03, r = .30); (b) teaching students to match individual words was higher for teachers of older 
students (Mdn = 180) than younger students (Mdn = 54), (U = 233, p = .05, r = .27); and (c) 
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teaching students to identify sight words was higher for teachers of older students (Mdn = 180) 
than younger students (Mdn = 36), (U = 234, p = .05, r = .27). The teachers of older students 
read aloud chapter books (Mdn = 2.5, U = 171 p < .001, r = .51) and informational texts (Mdn = 
72, U = 155, p = .01, r = .48) more often than teachers of younger students (Mdn = 0 and 0 
respectively). 
Qualitative Case Study Findings  
The qualitative case study was designed to address the general question, How does 
classroom context impact emergent literacy learning opportunities? (R5) with the intent of 
comparing where the two data sets converged and diverged (R6). Initially, the analysis of the 
qualitative data seemed to contradict the quantitative data. When compared to the mean response 
on items, observations revealed fewer literacy learning opportunities than teachers indicated. 
This seemingly divergent data led to the inspection of measures of central tendency other than 
mean in the quantitative. Specifically, the modal data made it clear that the two data sets do 
converge in important ways. That is, the analysis of the qualitative data confirm the findings of 
the quantitative results: students receive few emergent literacy learning opportunities in their 
classrooms, despite teachers delivering literacy instruction multiple times throughout the day.  
Observed Instructional Practices  
Few emergent literacy instructional practices were observed in the classrooms. The 
majority of literacy instruction time was spent answering literal comprehension questions after 
either teachers, recordings, or students read aloud. Reading primarily occurred one-on-one in 
elementary grades classrooms, while high school students primarily spent time as a whole class 
attending to text displayed on an interactive white board. Both groups answered comprehension 
questions individually, one student after another. In the elementary classrooms, there was an 
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emphasis on encouraging students to attempt to orally decode text, regardless of each student’s 
communication profile. While in the high school grades, either the teacher or software read aloud 
to the group. Even when students were invited to read aloud in the high school grades classroom, 
the students stood at the front of the class while the teacher read aloud on their behalf. The texts 
used in the elementary grades had traditional English orthography. In high school, the texts were 
all symbolated – wherein picture symbols were paired with individual words or phrases 
throughout the text. The middle school classroom was not observed to engage in any reading 
activities.  
When writing was observed, it primarily consisted of copying and tracing letters and 
shapes. Samantha (high school) was the only teacher who provided opportunities for students to 
sign their names on projects (i.e., coloring pages, arts and crafts, etc.). Meredith (elementary 
school) expected her students to begin each day by tracing their name, and then copying it five 
more times before completing worksheets. All teachers were particular about which writing tools 
were used for which activity. Crayons and markers were used for coloring and drawing 
exclusively, and pencils were used for copying and tracing exclusively.  
Students were not observed to have independent opportunities to read or to write. When 
students were observed to write sentences, these were copying tasks, often completed as a 
consequence for their undesired behavior (i.e., copying repeated lines of “I will not run out of the 
room.”). The elementary and middle school classrooms all had alphabets on their walls, and 
some had word walls, but none of these were ever observed to be used during instruction 
practices. Only Maggie (elementary school) had a library in her classroom, and while the books 
were largely accessible to all students, they were never observed in use nor were students 
encouraged to retrieve books from the classroom library during observations. The elementary 
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and middle school students did not have independent access to writing tools, instead, they were 
stored in cupboards, and access was moderated by adults. However, in high school classrooms 
students did have access to their own writing tools.  
Phonological awareness activities were extremely limited and only observed when 
materials supplied by packaged curricula targeted sounds in words at the end of a reading 
activity. Alphabet instruction was limited to tracing individual letters on worksheets. 
Throughout, students had limited access to speech generating devices (SGDs). Only one student 
had access to an SGD during all instructional and non-instructional routines. Other students were 
only given access during discrete requesting tasks (e.g., ordering breakfast, requesting preferred 
leisure activities). Students also had inconsistent access to picture communication symbols to 
communicate during observations. Most frequently, students had access to an array of two to 
three symbols to use to answer comprehension questions after reading. These were content 
specific words that were never used in any context outside of answering narrow, literal questions 
about the text. 
Thematic Analysis of Field Notes  
Comparison of the five classrooms over time led to the development of four primary, yet 
interconnected, themes. First, teachers relied on curricula, worksheets, and structured lessons to 
provide literacy instruction. Second, there was an emphasis on form over function during literacy 
learning opportunities. Third, instruction that featured high-levels of adult control and task 
completion was privileged over instruction that supported student engagement. As a result, 
instruction was rarely comprehensive, and focused mostly on answering literal comprehension 
questions, demonstrating oral reading, and copying and tracing. Importantly, the most frequently 
occurring activity, answering literal comprehension questions after listening to a text, does not 
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target the needs of emergent readers and writers, but rather reflects a conventional literacy 
instructional practice that is problematic even in that context (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). 
Fourth, these instructional practices led to an imbalance between the amount of time teachers 
spent teaching literacy and the amount of time individual students spent learning literacy. 
Specifically, teachers spent large chunks of literacy instructional time working with individual or 
small groups of students, while students spent equal, if not longer, chunks of time waiting their 
turn without instruction or learning opportunities.  
Curriculum, Worksheets, and Structured Lessons. Teachers in all observed 
classrooms relied heavily on commercial curricula and externally prepared materials in order to 
provide literacy instruction to their students with IDD/CCN. This included instructional 
programs like the Early Literacy Skills Builder (ELSB, 2007), Raz-Kids (see https://www.raz-
kids.com/), Unique Learning Systems (ULS, 2020), and worksheets obtained from sites such as 
Teachers Pay Teachers (www.teacherspayteachers.com) and Pinterest (www.pinterest.com).  
Teachers often struggled to use materials provided in the commercial curricula. As a 
result, teachers often gave up, rather than persist in trying to support the student in engaging in 
the task. In the following vignette, Kimberly (high school) asks students, one at a time, to answer 
questions regarding a text about westward expansion from the ULS program. They had listened 
to Kimberly read the text aloud prior to the questions. The program provided Kimberly with an 
array of symbols that were intended for students to use to answer the questions. Kimberly 
demonstrated her uncertainty regarding how to use materials, especially when they did not 
support her students in providing a single, concrete answer to a narrow, explicit question.  
Kimberly asks, “What helped travelers go west, what is one thing that helped travelers 
Samiya?” When Samiya does not respond immediately, Kimberly follows up with, 
“What is one thing that helps you travel today?” Samiya says “car.” Kimberly responds 
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“roads” then shifts her attention to James. “And James, what is one thing that helped?” 
Implying there was something else in the story that helped the travelers.  
 
James stares blankly off in front of him. Without giving him an opportunity to respond, 
Kimberly leans over him and looks at the print-out of fringe vocabulary from the story. 
She asks, “is steam boat on there?” as she scans the print out. James is not paying her any 
attention. Kimberly mutters to no one in particular, “Why would I ask a question when 
we don’t have a symbol?” Since steamboat is not on the sheet Kimberly decides not to 
keep asking James, and announces that they are done reading. 
 
In this example, Kimberly was unsure of how to interact with her students when there 
was not a picture-symbol for them to point to in order to indicate their response. This reliance on 
external and prepared materials also eliminated the opportunity for students’ novel or authentic 
responses. There was only one answer that they could provide in order to demonstrate 
comprehension. If they answered otherwise, as when Samiya responded with “car,” the answer 
was immediately corrected to the expected response. When the answer was not available, as in 
the case with steamboat, the activity ended.  
Students with IDD/CCN were rarely given access to SGDs, and with the expectation that 
students provide very narrow answers, teachers tended to rely on picture supports provided by 
the curricula rather than use the vocabulary with associated graphic symbols on the students’ 
SGDs. Often, this looked like pointing to symbols to answer comprehension questions. However, 
in Samantha’s class there was a beautiful example of a student creatively using the symbols he 
had access to on an SGD on an iPad.  
Samantha asks the class, “What did Dev like to do?” Benjamin is sitting right in front of 
her and immediately starts hunting and pecking on the iPad on his lap. The iPad says, 
“Mitt Romney.” Since this does not make sense, Samantha leans over and reads the name 
of the folder to herself quietly, “famous people.” She has a puzzled look on her face and 
is clearly trying to make sense of this response. Benjamin continues to open and search 
through folders, now with Samantha narrating as he navigates. Benjamin taps an icon and 
Samantha says, “sports” and suddenly she says brightly, “that’s right, he played sports. 
What sports did he play?” Benjamin hits an icon and the device says, “baseball.” He stays 
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hunched over the device searching for another symbol. He selects “hockey” and 
Samantha accepts that answer and moves on to her next question.  
 
In this vignette, Samantha followed Benjamin’s train of thought, and accepted his 
answer, but did little to instruct, reinforce, or engage with the student about his answer. The story 
they had read was about a famous cricket player. Benjamin showed remarkably creative 
communication skills by marrying the concept of famous person with baseball and hockey to 
demonstrate that he understood they were talking about someone famous who played a sport 
similar to baseball with a bat that looks like a hockey stick. Samantha’s attention, patience, and 
acceptance are not to be ignored. However, this interaction reflects a lost opportunity to engage 
with Benjamin, which would have been a valuable learning opportunity for Benjamin – both in 
regard to communication and literacy growth.  
Emphasis on Form over Function. Teachers’ instruction across grade-levels privileged 
form over function. More simply, instruction emphasized the form (i.e., how to do) of literacy, 
without sufficient explanation or foundation to support understanding the functions (i.e., why to 
do) of literacy. This was clear during writing instruction – when penmanship, copying, and 
tracing were the focus as opposed to writing for a purpose. Similarly, during reading instruction, 
decoding, often orally, was emphasized over engaging with the text. Furthermore, more time was 
spent on responding to literal-level comprehension questions, often through pointing to picture 
symbols that matched nouns from the text, than was spent on reading or engaging with the text. 
The following example from Maggie’s class (elementary) demonstrates her emphasis on form 
over function during a literacy session with a student.  
Maggie sits with a student at the front of her classroom while the other students are sitting 
individually at stations around the room. The lights are turned off, and a countdown clock 
is counting down the minutes to the next rotation on the whiteboard behind her. Maggie 
asks the student, “Are you ready to do your vocab words for this lesson?” as she gets out a 
lined whiteboard. Maggie draws a line down the middle of the board as she says, “I am 
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going to write on this side and you write on that side.” Maggie writes the words my, are, 
and is, in a column so that there is one word on each line. Then she hands the board and 
marker to the student, who is supposed to copy the words on the other side.  
 
The student writes my and are by herself, but when she gets to is she has trouble writing at 
the bottom of the board. Maggie puts her hand over the student’s so that they are writing 
hand-over-hand together. The student starts to whimper and cry when Maggie grasps her 
hand. In response, Maggie asks, “Do you want to try again?” and the student nods, 
somewhat sheepishly. This time, as the student begins to write, Maggie says “Make it tiny, 
good job, nice job.” Abruptly, Maggie asks, “Can we try this one again?” as she erases a 
single letter and makes the student write it over again, “tiny” this time. As Maggie focuses 
on the size of the letters, repeatedly saying “make it tiny, make it tiny,” the student points 
to and attempts to verbalize each word before writing.  
 
As the lesson continues, the student consistently writes the third word too big, despite 
having been successful on the previous two words. When they get to their final word, 
Maggie writes play and asks, “Can you show me play?” So the student writes play. 
Immediately, Maggie responds, “That’s too big, a little a and a little y” as she erases 
those two letters, leaving pl on the board. When the student begins again, she succeeds in 
writing the a “small,” but writes the y big and makes a vocalization that sounds like 
“big.” Maggie shrieks, “No, you make big! Ok. You’re doing a good job.” Just then the 
timer beeps and the students rotate stations.  
 
In this interaction, the emphasis on form overwhelmed and eliminated any opportunity to 
learn about why one might write these words, or what they mean. It was unclear what the student 
was supposed to be learning during this interaction, beyond that words must be written in a 
specific size in order to be accepted by her teacher. The student did not learn why she might use 
these words to compose a message, nor did this lesson support her in learning more about the 
meaning of the words. Furthermore, it was apparent from the perspective of the observer that the 
change in print size may have been ergonomic, and due to difficulty writing at the bottom of the 
whiteboard with a marker. This instruction seemed to imply that the student did not know how to 
write letters in the preferred size, rather than realizing that she had difficulty using these tools in 
this way. Precious time then was spent having the student manage the tool rather than learn about 
the function of writing the words.  
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Further evidence of a focus on form rather than function was found in the way instruction 
emphasized doing. With teachers repeatedly using the verb do in replace of other verbs 
traditionally related to learning. The following vignettes from various classrooms highlight this 
phenomenon.  
Kimberly sits alongside Stephen and places a sheet of paper in between them. It is the 
type of page where you are supposed to trace the first letter on the left, but then 
independently write more across the sheet. Kimberly tells Stephen, “Look at the paper. 
We are doing curves. Follow the line.” Her hand is at his wrist as he traces the first letter 
S. When he finishes the first one she says, “Just trace. You do the rest of them. Come on, 
come on.”  
 
Here Kimberly told Stephen they were “doing curves” rather than explaining that they 
were writing the letter S. Furthermore, he was instructed to “do the rest of them.” There was no 
explanation about the letter S, what sound it represents, or why one might want to write one.  
A similar interaction in Maggie’s elementary class further supports this finding.  
Maggie sits with Carson, encouraging him to read aloud from the ELSB materials in front 
of them. She has his hand in hers, and is pointing to the words with his hand as she reads, 
“It was time to” and then tells him “Look at what we are doing.” She sighs, puts his hand 
down, and picks up the very large book so that it is vertical right in front of their faces. 
She continues to read almost the full page of text, then turns to Carson and says, “Now it 
is your turn. Can you do it please?” 
 
The use of do to replace verbs was not limited to literacy instruction. While the focus of 
the study was on literacy opportunities, it was interesting to note that this same behavior was 
observed during math routines. For example, when referencing a math website she wanted to use 
with her students on the interactive board, Sylvia said, “Let’s do the whole adding thing again.” 
As opposed to suggesting they add. Similarly, Kimberly was observed to tell students, “Let’s do 
current events.” As opposed to suggesting they read or learn about what is going on in the world.  
Task Completion and Adult-control. Across classrooms, task completion was 
privileged over demonstrating thinking and learning. As a result, instructional practices were 
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often provided one at a time, even when the entire class appeared to be participating in the same 
routine. The result was that teachers turned instructional learning practices into discrete tasks 
whenever possible. Furthermore, these tasks could be assessed in the binary as correct or 
incorrect. All student work was documented by teachers, either themselves, or in the case of 
Meredith and Samantha, by having students file away every piece of work they completed. In 
these two classrooms, the act of filing papers in students’ respective folders was perplexing. In 
fact, students were not allowed to file their papers until an adult checked to make sure that all 
items were completed correctly. Given that students were expected to complete tasks perfectly 
before filing their work, presumably to be retained for grading or evaluative purposes by the 
teacher, it begs the question why the papers were filed, since it can be assumed that all students 
work will indicate correct task completion.  
Teachers were persistent in ensuring their students completed the tasks they created for 
them, even if it meant they had to assume the role of completing tasks themselves. This was 
evident in the amount of hand-over-hand support provided across all classrooms. It was even 
more evident when teachers simply completed worksheets or read aloud and attributed the work 
to the students.  
Even when teachers clearly directed the interactions and completed activities, often without 
engagement from students, they attributed the products to students. During literacy activities this 
was most evident during reading, when a teacher would invite a student to the front to read and 
then read for them. They even went so far as to thank or praise the student for “their” reading. This 
occurred frequently in Sylvia’s middle school classroom. Sylvia’s instruction relied heavily on 
creating art projects. She would decide on a picture all the students would “make.” Then she would 
attempt to elicit step-by-step instructions from her students, wanting them to tell her where to glue 
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various aspects of the picture she had already cut out of craft paper. Even if students did not 
respond to her requests, she would decide, glue it down, and attribute the final creation to the 
students. This was most obvious when she commented on, or complimented students on their art. 
For example, once during an arts and crafts activity, when Sylvia had, one at a time, glued different 
features of a witch onto an image, regardless of students’ input. After finishing the art work for 
one student, who had not responded to Sylvia’s bid for direction, Sylvia exclaimed loudly, “Oh, 
you have a long broom,” as if the student had some agency over the length of the broom glued to 
the page.  
Every instructional practice, in every classroom, was broken into tasks. Students and 
teachers each had a discrete role in these tasks, and completion was prioritized over engagement. 
The result was that students learned their role. Often their roles involved pointing to a picture or 
allowing adults to take their hands to complete a task. Typically, this made it impossible to 
understand what the student was supposed to be learning. Back to the example of “doing curves” 
– the student’s role was to tolerate the hand-over-hand support from the teacher and then repeat 
the act of doing curves to complete the worksheet. This role was devoid of opportunity to learn 
about the letter S and its importance and use in reading and writing. Instead, it focused 
completely on the motor act. Similarly, during read aloud and listening, which took up the bulk 
of instructional practices, text was read so quickly that it was unclear if listening to, 
remembering, and understanding the text were the intended expectations. Instead, hurrying 
through the text saved time for the focus on student roles that emphasized pointing to pictures in 
response to questions posed by the teachers. It was clear that students, again in all classrooms, 
learned how to point to a picture from an array when their teacher presented a question. 
However, there was no evidence that they were learning to ask their own questions or make 
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comments about the texts being reading, and there was no evidence that they were being taught 
in ways that would support improved comprehension over time by relating the text to prior 
knowledge and experience. In this way, the focus on prescribed student roles so decontextualized 
learning that it actually prevented students from developing the emergent understandings about 
print that are essential to benefit from later conventional learning opportunities.  
Imbalance Between Teacher and Student Engagement in Instructional Practices. 
Overwhelmingly the data reflected an imbalance between the amount of time teachers and 
students spent engaged in instructional practices. That is the focus on one-on-one and small 
group instruction resulted in teachers spending a great deal of time, to borrow their word, doing 
instructional practices, while individual students spent relatively little time engaged in learning. 
Often, teachers engaged in an instructional practice multiple times in a day, with each student 
participating only in a single repetition. In some classes, teachers engaged multiple times with 
single students, while other students had no opportunities to participate.  
In the elementary classrooms, students participated in emergent literacy learning 
instructional practices either independently or one-on-one with their teacher. For Maggie and 
Meredith, this often resulted in completing various early literacy practices multiple times – even 
when only a few of their students were afforded opportunities to participate in a given 
instructional period. For example, in Meredith’s classroom during a 49-minute observation, 
Meredith worked with two students individually on decoding and answering comprehension 
questions on her computer. While she worked with the first student, the other students traced 
numbers with pencils. While she worked with the second student, all of the other students had 
free-time on iPads. Across the classrooms, whole group instruction was rare. When it did occur, 
it was more akin to parallel instruction, with the teacher and teaching assistants, in classrooms 
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with high adult-student ratios, working simultaneously to support students in completing the 
same task but not supporting interaction and engagement between students.  
Not only did students receive few opportunities to participate in emergent literacy 
instruction, but when they were provided with opportunities, there were frequent and repeated 
interruptions. As a result, students spent the majority of the time during observations sitting, 
without instruction or interaction. In the elementary classrooms, students had access to 
worksheets, iPads, sensory bins, and modeling clay when it was not their turn to work one-on-
one with their teacher. In the middle and high school classes, the expectation appeared to be that 
students sit and wait patiently for their turn, as teachers rotated one at a time through supporting 
students. Individual students were repeatedly observed to sit quietly, without anything to do, for 
more than 20 minutes at a time.  
Convergent and Divergent Results  
Overall, the qualitative data converged with the quantitative data to demonstrate that 
students with IDD/CCN had infrequent emergent literacy learning opportunities. Specifically, the 
qualitative data most converges with the modal responses on individual survey items, rather than 
the means. This convergence around the most frequently occurring response helps to explain 
why teachers were not observed to use practices that support development of writing skills, 
phonological awareness, or reading skills. Rather, just as teachers indicated on the survey, the 
literacy practices that were observed overwhelmingly emphasized teachers reading aloud to their 
students, both in small groups and one-on-one with individual students.  
The data diverge in several interesting ways. First, both the means and the modes indicate 
that teachers reported embedding several instructional practices into their read alouds that were 
not observed during the classroom observations. Specifically, these were (a) making comments 
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about the print; (b) reading aloud to small groups; and (c) making comments while reading 
aloud. Teachers were not observed to make comments about the print, nor were they observed to 
direct comments about the book to their students with IDD/CCN.  
The second divergent finding was that there were instructional practices that were 
observed more frequently than was expected based on what teachers self-reported on the survey. 
Specifically, teachers were observed to read aloud to students relatively quickly, with little 
opportunity for engagement, as speed was prioritized in order to save time to use for students to 
answer questions. In order to achieve the goal of getting the students to answer questions, 
reading was either done one-on-one or as a whole group. It was never observed to occur in small 
groups and was never observed as an engaging, interactive activity.  
Interestingly, the survey results indicate that teachers only ask questions while reading 
aloud one time per day on average. Once daily was also the most frequently occurring response 
to the item about asking questions while reading aloud. However, teachers were observed to ask 
questions several times during reading and many times after reading. In fact, questions 
dominated whenever reading occurred. For the elementary grades teachers, this meant asking 
individual students many questions daily. For the high school grades, this meant asking many 
questions to students one at a time during group instructional time, such that each student had to 
respond to a portion of the questions expected of elementary grades students.  
Teachers also indicated that they re-read books at least once a day on average. This was 
only observed in the elementary grades classrooms where Maggie and Meredith often read the 
same story multiple times with different students. Therefore, the teachers had multiple 
opportunities to read the book, but each student was only exposed to the book once. Most of the 
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teachers used structured curriculum and advanced through the curriculum daily in ways that 
suggests they rarely, if ever, would re-read a text.  
Another important point of divergence between the data sets involves the students’ access 
to personal AAC systems. On the survey, most teachers reported that all of their students with 
both IDD/CCN had access to personal AAC systems. However, this was not observed in any of 
the case-study classrooms. Rather, students often had restricted and infrequent opportunities to 
use aided AAC systems, whether they were speech-generating devices or printed low-tech 
symbol based systems. Systems were stored and placed throughout classrooms in ways that 
further limited independent access by students. For example, in Maggie’s elementary-grades 
classroom the only aided AAC system was a poster of the Universal Core Vocabulary (Erickson 
al., 2019). Not only was this the only system for all students, but it also hung at the back of the 
classroom, often obscured by the open bathroom door. In contrast, Meredith’s elementary-grades 
classroom was equipped with enough iPads for every student, however only one had a 
communication application downloaded and this was only used with one student. Furthermore, 
the iPads were locked in a charging station on a counter by Meredith’s desk, meaning that 
students required the assistance of an adult in order to access an iPad. Only one student, in 
Samantha’s high school-grades class, was observed to have independent, personal access to a 
voice-output speech generating device during every observation.  
The lack of access to a personal aided AAC system did not mean that picture symbols 
were not used in classrooms. Rather than be used consistently to support expressive 
communication across the day, picture symbols were observed to be used primarily to support 
answering questions and making choices in narrowly defined, constrained ways. In Maggie’s 
elementary-grades classroom this looked like using picture symbols to direct students where to 
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go next in their rotation, and having students select icons from a field of two to demonstrate 
comprehension of which activity was next. In the high school grades classrooms, picture 
symbols were used consistently as a means for answering closed-ended questions posed during 
instructional routines, often from fields of two to four icons. These icons often represented 
nouns, and rarely represented words that might be useful to the students in other contexts.  
Conclusion  
The results of this study indicate that students with IDD/CCN are provided with few 
emergent literacy learning opportunities, despite the relatively frequent opportunities teachers 
report in a survey. It is clear that teachers spend a lot time doing instruction, while their students 
continue to have sparse opportunities to learn. Both the quantitative and the qualitative data 
support this conclusion. While outliers skew the mean scores in the survey to make it appear that 
various instructional routines occur frequently, both the mode and the negative skew suggest that 
students generally receive very infrequent opportunities to learn literacy. However, it is clear that 
teachers understand that literacy learning is important for their students. This is evident through 
the sheer amount of time that teachers devote to teaching literacy. Unfortunately, despite their 
efforts, individual students are provided with few learning opportunities.  
The case study suggests that the use of commercially available curricula and materials, 
the privileging of form over function, clearly defined student roles, and teaching one student at a 
time results in instruction that is inadequate and often mismatched to their students’ learning 
needs. While further investigation is needed to understand teacher motivations, trainings, and 
knowledge about literacy learning before conjectures can fully be made about why instruction 
occurs in the way it does, the results of this study are a first step towards understanding what is 
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happening in classrooms so that we might support educators and their students in increasing 
opportunities to learn.  
 
 76 
CHAPTER 5  
Students with intellectual and developmental disabilities and complex communication 
needs (IDD/CCN) demonstrate very few literacy skills (Erickson & Geist, 2016). This is despite 
federal legislation mandating comprehensive literacy instruction for all students – including 
those with IDD/CCN who receive instruction in special education contexts (ESSA, 2015). Since 
literacy learning, particularly emergent literacy learning, is driven by opportunity to learn, rather 
than maturation or ability (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020), the paucity of skills observed in this 
population begs the question: are students with IDD/CCN provided sufficient literacy learning 
opportunities? The purpose of the current study was to use mixed methods to identify the literacy 
learning opportunities provided to students with IDD/CCN in their classrooms, with specific 
attention to emergent literacy. Converging evidence from the two parts of the current study 
suggests that students with IDD/CCN receive few opportunities to engage in emergent literacy 
learning. The findings contribute to the research in a number of meaningful ways.  
Restricted Opportunities to Learn: Continued 
The results of this study show that students with IDD/CCN have infrequent and 
insufficient emergent literacy learning opportunities to develop conventional understandings of 
print. Unfortunately, this suggests that little has changed in regard to literacy learning 
opportunities for students with IDD/CCN compared to their peers 30 years ago (see Katims, 
1991; Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). So few are the opportunities, that the most frequent 
response given by teachers, when asked about emergent literacy learning practices in their 
classroom, was that they never occur. To be clear: zero times a year was the most frequently
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indicated response on the survey for a majority of items. The practices that most frequently were 
reported as occurring did tend to reach a daily frequency (i.e., 180 times per year); however, 
these were not evenly distributed amongst the various domains necessary to support 
comprehensive emergent literacy instruction (i.e., reading, writing, alphabet knowledge, oral 
language, and phonological awareness). Therefore, the daily opportunities students do receive 
are likely insufficient to lead to them becoming readers and writers (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 
2020).  
Findings of the current study suggest that classrooms are no more equipped today than 
they were nearly three decades ago (Mike, 1995) to support students in independently accessing 
texts and writing tools. For example, writing tools were most frequently reported to be stored in 
cabinets or at teachers desks, rather than around the room in places where students could access 
them independently. On the one hand this is concerning, as previous research has showed that 
limiting access to writing tools limits learning opportunities (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2003). 
However, it also highlights a potential easy means of increasing opportunities to learn, as 
increasing the accessibility and number of places that writing tools are stored has been shown to 
lead to increases in learning opportunities for students with IDD/CCN (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2003).  
Similarly, students in this study had infrequent and limited opportunities to access to 
books in their classrooms. Research in the classrooms of exemplary first grade teachers indicates 
that they have in-class libraries that include 1,500 or more books (Allington, 2011). While it is 
encouraging that the vast majority of teachers responding to the survey in the current study 
(85%) reported that they had a classroom library, more than half had libraries with fewer than 40 
books and nearly half reported that they did not change the books in their classroom library 
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during the school year. In the classrooms where observations were conducted, only one had a 
classroom library, and students were never observed interacting with the books. The opportunity 
to read often, from a wide variety of texts in school, has a direct and positive impact on reading 
achievement for students in general (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
2010) and students with IDD specifically (Hatch & Erickson, 2018). Given this, improving 
access to a classroom library with time and encouragement to read the books is another 
potentially easy-to-achieve shift in classroom practice that could improve literacy outcomes for 
students with IDD/CCN. 
Not only did students have limited access to reading and writing tools, but they also had 
limited access to aided augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems. This was a 
point of divergence between the two data sets. Though teachers consistently reported on the 
survey that all of their students with IDD/CCN had access to personal aided AAC systems, field 
notes and memos suggested that students were rarely observed to have access to personal AAC 
systems in the classroom. Furthermore, students had limited access to speech-generating devices, 
with graphic symbols primarily being used in order to support choice-making during 
instructional routines rather than communication for various purposes across the school day.  
This lack of access to personal AAC systems is concerning. The federal government recognizes 
that many students with disabilities require assistive technology in order to improve their ability to 
participate in the academic environment. As such, public schools are required to provide these 
technologies and services to any student with a disability who presents with a need for assistive 
technology As defined by law, assistive technology is “any item, piece of equipment or product 
system, whether acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to 
increase, maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of children with disabilities” (20 U.S.C. 
1401(1)). Aided AAC is a form of assistive technology, and students with IDD/CCN require 
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consistent access to personal aided AAC systems in order to increase, maintain or improve their 
functional communication abilities throughout the school day. Evidence in the current study diverged 
in terms of reported and observed access to aided AAC and opportunity to increase, maintain or 
improve communication among students with IDD/CCN.  
Instructional Time Available  
Historically, limited instructional time (i.e., < 30 minutes daily) contributed to the limited 
learning opportunities that were provided to students with IDD/CCN (Mike, 1995). However, in 
the current study, survey data demonstrates that most teachers (87%, n = 45) provided double the 
instructional time with most (54%, n = 28) indicating they had 2 or more instructional hours a 
day with their students with IDD/CCN. This increase in time devoted to literacy is promising, 
and should be celebrated. Not only does it suggest that policy has been effective in impacting 
teacher practices, but it also suggests that teachers value spending time engaged in literacy 
instruction with their students with IDD/CCN. Unfortunately, the data suggest that these 
increased efforts from teachers have not yet translated to increased learning opportunities for 
individual students. Rather, classroom observations suggest that there was an imbalance between 
the amount of time that teachers spent teaching and the opportunities individual students had to 
learn.  
Imbalance Between Student Learning and Teacher Instructional Time   
Both the case study and the modal data presented in the current study suggest that 
students with IDD/CCN have few emergent literacy learning opportunities. This is despite the 
fact that teachers both reported spending (and were observed to spend) substantial time engaged 
in literacy instructional practices. Unfortunately, teachers spent far greater time providing 
instruction than their students spent learning. In the case studies, this was most obvious when 
teachers engaged in reading aloud, as teachers frequently read a text multiple times with different 
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individual students, but rarely with all students in a given day. While the teacher was reading 
with individual students, other students sat quietly at their desks, sometimes with tasks to occupy 
them (i.e., worksheets, coloring, sensory bins) but often with nothing to do while waiting for 
their turn. In the quantitative data, all the data suggest that teachers are engaged daily in 
emergent literacy instructional practices at a level that reflects the time teachers in the case study 
devoted to literacy instruction; however, the data also suggest that individual students’ daily 
experience is closer to the “0” repeatedly observed in the modal data.  
In the current study, the imbalance appeared to be the a result of the emphasis on 
instructional practices that are conducted one-on-one or with students responding one-after-
another in a small group, which are the practices that dominate in special education (Browder et 
al., 2014; Brown et al., 2020). This emphasis on one-on-one instruction and individual teacher-
student interactions stems from the assumption that students with IDD/CCN learn best in highly 
controlled settings with opportunities to complete massed trials of discrete skills (Browder et al., 
2020). If we are going to increase learning opportunity for students with IDD/CCN, instruction 
cannot continue to prioritize practices like constant time delay and prompting hierarchies that 
demand one-on-one instruction. Rather, teachers need to be supported in translating the 
instruction they are doing into increased opportunities for their students.  
Mismatch Between Student Need and Learning Opportunity  
The targets of emergent literacy learning are different from the targets of conventional 
literacy (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020). Students with emergent understandings about print 
require different literacy learning opportunities than students with conventional understandings. 
Furthermore, even amongst students with emergent understandings about print, students have 
been shown to benefit from instruction that matches their learning need (Connors et al., 2009; 
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Pelatti et al., 2014). While literacy learning opportunities are infrequent for the students with 
IDD/CCN in this study, the findings point to a mismatch between student need and instruction 
when opportunities do occur. Given that students develop literacy skills at different rates 
depending on how instruction is matched to need (Connors et al., 2009; Pelatti, et al., 2014), this 
is concerning. Furthermore, it continues to suggest that the low literacy rates in this population 
are a result of limited and mismatched instruction, rather than simply a manifestation of 
disability and student potential to learn.  
The current study demonstrates important emergent literacy practices are nearly absent 
for most students with IDD/CCN. This is concerning when we consider that the amount of time 
any one person stays in the emergent literacy phase is determined by opportunity to learn, rather 
than by maturation (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2020; Koppenhaver, et al., 1991). During 
emergent literacy development, students need ample opportunities to acquire alphabet 
knowledge, phonological awareness, and concepts about print (Morrow, 2020). Regardless of 
age, or disability profile, students with and without IDD/CCN also need opportunities to read 
independently (Allington, 2011; Hatch & Erickson, 2018). Furthermore, knowledge about the 
forms of language (i.e., alphabet knowledge and concepts about print) are largely driven by 
students’ ability to learn about the functions of language, or why people might chose to read and 
write (Sénéchal et al., 2001).  
The findings of this study also suggest that the emergent literacy practices that are 
implemented prioritize form over function. While it is true that many typically developing 
students arrive to school with sufficient experience and opportunity to understand the functions 
of print, students who do not start school with these understandings benefit from instruction 
aimed at function and form (Connor et al., 2009; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Sénéchal et al., 2001). In 
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fact, students who do not understand that print carries meaning, or the reasons why people might 
read or write, are unable to generalize or apply the skills they acquire from instruction that 
focuses on form (Browder et al., 2006; Erickson et al., 2009).  
Again, it is likely that the focus on form over function stems from assumptions about how 
students with IDD/CCN learn. Specifically, there is a common assumption that the most 
effective instructional approaches for students with IDD is to teach isolated skills, via massed 
trials, using systems of least prompts (Browder et al., 2004) and time delay procedures (Browder 
et al., 2009). Such instruction supports the near transfer of skills, where students can 
demonstrate generalization of a taught skill when many of the elements overlap between the new 
conditions and where the original learning took place (Hajian, 2019). What these instructional 
approaches fail to do is support students in applying skills in different situations flexibly. So 
while it is true that the literature consistently shows that students with IDD can learn isolated 
conventional literacy skills, without a strong emergent literacy foundation, these methods result 
in students who are restricted in the ways in which they can transfer, or generalize and use those 
skills (Browder et al., 2006). The challenge is that, in the short term, a focus on form results in 
skill mastery, which is reinforcing for both the teacher and the student. Yet, the near transfer that 
results from this focus is insufficient to become a conventional reader and writer. As such, in the 
long term, this focus on form over function fails to provide students with opportunities to 
develop critical understandings that will result in improved literacy skills that can be applied 
flexibly, across contexts and purposes.  
Learning Opportunities Provided Daily  
According to the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), literacy instruction for all 
students needs to be comprehensive. Meaning that all domains of literacy are addressed, daily. 
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To that end, it was important to investigate which instructional practices occurred daily in the 
current study. According to the survey data, most teachers: (a) read aloud to students daily; (b) 
embed instructional practices into those read-alouds; (c) teach their students to use writing tools 
during academic routines; and (d) address some aspects of alphabet knowledge including 
recognizing letter names and sounds, and identifying upper case letters. It is encouraging that 
teachers are consistently reporting these practices; however, even if all students were receiving 
these opportunities each day, they are insufficient to support the development of skills and 
understandings necessary to become conventional readers and writers.  
The emphasis on reading aloud to students, and the deemphasis on teaching students to 
read or write independently, was similarly observed in the case study. However, instructional 
practices observed in classroom observations suggest that while teachers likely are engaged in 
many of these practices daily, it is unlikely that all students have daily opportunities to 
participate. Interestingly, there was not a single instructional practice that all teachers reported 
implementing in general or using daily in their classrooms. Nor was there a single instructional 
practice that was observed across all of the classrooms in the case studies.  
Expectation of Skill without Instruction  
An interesting pattern emerged within the responses to items addressing writing 
instruction on the survey data. The most frequently occurring response was that the teachers do 
not teach students to write. However, they also report expecting students to use writing tools 
daily during academic instruction. To be clear, the data suggest that daily, most teachers are 
expecting their students to use writing tools during academic instruction, but most teachers are 
not teaching their students to write. This pattern of response highlights a problematic practice in 
special education – expecting students to demonstrate a skill for which they have not previously 
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received instruction. It also begs the question, what is the expected function of writing tools for 
students with IDD/CCN in special education contexts? The results of the current investigation 
point to their use for coloring, drawing, scribbling, and tracing, but not to convey meaning 
through writing. For students with IDD/CCN, the ability to write is especially important. If they 
can learn to spell and write, they can communicate what they want, when they want, with 
whomever they want (Koppenhaver, 2000). Being able to combine and re-combine letters to 
form words gives students’ with IDD/CCN access to any word they might want to use – in a way 
that we cannot currently provide in symbol based, aided AAC systems – but learning to do so 
requires daily instruction focused on teaching writing not just daily expectations to use writing 
tools.   
Differences Between Measures of Central Tendency 
The purpose of this project was to determine the emergent literacy learning opportunities 
students with IDD/CCN receive in their classrooms. The initial approach to generating 
descriptive statistics focused on means because that is the norm in the field of communication 
sciences and in education research (Nelson, 2013; Ravid, 2011). This focus on mean statistics is 
likely a reflection of the fact that there are more inferential statistical tests that use means than 
there are for other measures of central tendency. However, early comparison and integration of 
the two data sets in the current study, which began during thematic analysis of the field notes, 
highlighted the inadequacy of the mean as a measure of central tendency in characterizing the 
data in the current study. It became clear that the modal data were more reflective of the 
experiences and opportunities of individual students with IDD/CCN. During the iterative analytic 
process that was applied to both the qualitative and the quantitative data sets, these differences 
between the mean and modes were repeatedly interrogated, with efforts to understand why the 
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mean eliminated important information about the daily experiences for most students with 
IDD/CCN.  
In the end, it appears that the mean was inadequate because of the skewed nature of the 
data that resulted from the survey in the current study. Specifically, with normally distributed 
data, all measures of central tendency are essentially equal (Demirtas et al, 2020); however, 
when data are highly skewed, with heavy-tailed distributions, the means are highly sensitive to 
the outliers in the tails (Wilcox & Keselmen, 2003). Furthermore, means, especially of 
multivariate data, fail to represent any one persons’ experience (Rose, 2016). This is important 
because the means in the current data suggest instruction is more comprehensive than any one 
student experiences. For example, the means suggest that, on average, teachers are providing 
students opportunities daily to participate in practices designed to teach about all five major areas 
of emergent literacy (i.e., alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness, oral language, reading, 
and writing). However, the classroom observations suggest students rarely participated in 
instruction that supported their reading, writing, or phonological awareness skills. While the 
students did have opportunities to listen to others read, the emphasis was not on making meaning 
or language development, which is the intention of most shared reading practices (Ezell & 
Justice, 2005). Furthermore, students were rarely observed to participate in multiple instructional 
practices in a given a day. This was consistent with the modal data resulting from the survey, 
which more accurately reflected the experiences of individual students in the case study portion 
of this study. The modal data not only converges with the qualitative findings, but it also 
converges with and extends the current literature regarding literacy learning opportunities 
teachers provide their students with IDD/CCN (Ruppar, 2015; Ruppar et al., 2017).  
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To be clear, the mean survey data do converge with observations of teacher instruction. 
That is, teachers were observed to be engaged in various literacy practices multiple times daily. 
However, the emphasis on one-on-one instruction largely explained the mismatch between what 
teachers reported on the survey and what students were observed to experience in the classroom. 
This suggests that they survey was a useful measure for estimating what instruction teachers are 
engaged in daily, while being less useful for estimating individual students’ opportunity to learn.  
Limitations  
While quantifying the literacy learning opportunities of students with IDD/CCN has 
provided important insight into the extent of the problem, there are limitations to the current 
study. Of primary concern is the fact that the main data set relied on self-reported survey data 
from teachers. This is a limitation for several reasons. The data are limited by the nature of the 
survey as teachers were only able to report on instructional practices that were included on the 
survey. While there were opportunities to indicate “other,” it is possible that there are 
instructional practices teachers are employing that were not reported. As with all self-reported 
data, teachers are likely to have difficulty accurately reporting their own behavior. Furthermore, 
there are also concerns regarding the social desirability of reporting that certain practices were 
occurring. Given the increased demands on teachers to provide students with rigorous academic 
programs, it is possible that some of the responses are inflated. This is another reason the 
findings around central tendency are important. While means are sensitive to outliers that may 
exist due to over-estimation, the mode is much less sensitive to outliers that may have resulted 
from the impact of social desirability on at least some teachers.  
Although it is not unusual to ask teachers to report on their practice as a means of 
estimating student opportunity to learn (Pressley et al., 1996; Sturm et al., 2006), in the current 
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study, it had limitations. In retrospect, it is not surprising that a tool that asks teachers to report 
on their use of instructional time fails to simultaneously capture student opportunity to learn. 
This is because instructional time is but one sub-factor of temporal indicators of opportunity to 
learn within enacted curricula (Taub, et al., 2017). Taub and colleagues (2017) suggest that 
learning opportunities are impacted by temporal factors (i.e., allocated time, instructional time, 
engaged time); quality factors (instructional practices, cognitive expectations, grouping formats); 
and content factors (i.e., aligned to standards; covers breadth and depth). Without being in the 
classroom, it would have been difficult to understand the ways in which the time students spent 
engaged, grouping formats, and cognitive expectations all impacted students’ opportunity to 
learn. The mixed methods in the current investigation helped provide important context to the 
survey results; however, future efforts to survey teachers might ask them to report on the 
activities individual students complete rather than the instruction teachers provide.  
Though critical to the current investigation, the qualitative findings are constrained in a 
few ways. Specifically, the focus on student opportunities to learn within the classroom context 
failed to take into account the greater socio-political contexts in which teachers find themselves 
situated. That is, by focusing on students’ opportunity to learn within the classroom, the current 
study was not able to take into account the larger context in which classrooms and teachers are 
positioned. Unfortunately, this can make it appear that teachers are solely responsible for the 
dearth of opportunities students receive. This is not the case. There are myriad pressures on 
teachers, many of which come from outside the classroom that were not taken into account in the 
current study, with its emphasis on student experience. Furthermore, just as students cannot be 
expected to do things they have not been taught, special education teachers cannot be expected to 
provide instruction they have not been taught to provide. Given that little class time in preservice 
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special education teacher training programs is devoted to literacy instructional methodologies for 
students with IDD or CCN (Copeland, et al., 2011), the teachers in the current study are to be 
lauded for the literacy instruction they provide – daily. Further research is warranted to 
investigate how to best support teachers in learning about effective approaches to literacy 
instruction during preservice and in-service training so that they can maximize the impact of the 
instructional time they devote to literacy instructional practices with the students they teach.   
The findings of the current study are also limited by the sampling technique. Namely, the 
study used a convenience sample of teachers who volunteered to participate in studies aimed at 
supporting them in addressing their students’ literacy and communication needs. The fact that 
they signed up for these studies suggests that they are at least interested in learning more about 
literacy and communication intervention. Thus, these teachers may not be representative of the 
population of teachers who teach students with IDD/CCN.   
The results are further limited by the survey used to collect data from the teachers. The 
survey was a modification of a survey that was used with general education teachers. It is 
possible that there are problems with assuming that the tool would behave the same across these 
two groups of teachers. Several teachers reached out to indicate that they had difficulty knowing 
how to report the number of times they used a practice in their classroom. This is likely because 
special education teachers think in discrete trials and tasks, rather than in blocks of instructional 
time or lessons, the way that general education teachers do. While this is a limitation, it is a 
helpful discovery, and suggests that future work should investigate the ways in which special 
education and general education teachers respond differently to survey items. Cognitive 
interviewing would be an important approach to adopt during future tool development in order to 
better understand how special education teachers interpret and understand items on tools.   
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The findings from the case study have limited transferability due to the narrow context. 
However, the convergence of the data sets suggests that there is much about what was observed 
in the classroom that might be similar outside of that narrow context. It is possible, indeed 
expected, that students with IDD/CCN learning in more inclusive educational settings would 
have different learning opportunities than those taught in separate special education settings 
(Day, et al., 2005; Erickson et al., 1997; Horn et al., 2000; Olson & Ruppar, 2017). 
Unfortunately, nearly all students with IDD/CCN are educated in separate settings (Erickson & 
Geist, 2016; Kleinert et al, 2015; Morningstar, et al., 2017). While the field works to remedy the 
consistent exclusion of this group of students, there is an immediate need to work to increase 
their learning opportunities within the educational contexts where they are currently placed. 
Increasing appropriate learning opportunities may increase access to diverse settings and 
instructional practices, as educators begin to recognize the possibilities when they see students 
with IDD/CCN responding to instruction and making gains in their understandings of print and 
literacy.  
Implications and Future Directions 
Both teacher report and classroom observation demonstrated students with IDD/CCN 
receive insufficient emergent literacy learning opportunities to develop essential skills necessary 
to benefit from subsequent conventional literacy instruction. This suggests there is a critical need 
to increase the quantity and quality of emergent literacy learning opportunities provided to 
students with IDD/CCN – with the expectation that this will support them in benefiting from 
later conventional literacy instruction. The current study shows that it cannot be assumed that 
increased instructional time necessarily increases learning opportunities for students with 
IDD/CCN. Rather, many of the common instructional practices (e.g., constant time delay and 
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prompting hierarchies) used by special education teachers will need to be examined in order to 
assess whether they provide sufficient opportunities for students with IDD/CCN in separate 
special education classrooms and elsewhere. These instructional techniques are vestiges of past, 
in which students with IDD/CCN were assumed to learn best with one-on-one interactions 
directed by the teacher. However, as the current study demonstrates, these techniques do not 
afford sufficient opportunities to learn with multiple students in the same classroom. Rather, this 
focus led to a dramatic imbalance between the amount of time teachers spent teaching literacy 
and the time each student spent learning literacy. Small and whole group instructional practices 
that promote student initiation, student-to-student engagement, and the application and use of 
skills should be prominent in future research, as this may increase students’ opportunity to learn, 
without increasing demands on teachers’ instructional time.  
More time in general education may dramatically increase learning opportunity (Olson & 
Ruppar, 2017; Taub et al., 2017), but we are a long way from the level of access to general 
education settings set forth by 2004 reauthorization of IDEA (Erickson & Geist, 2016; Kleinert 
et al, 2015; Morningstar, et al., 2017). Furthermore, general education teachers require training 
and support in order to include students with IDD/CCN in the emergent literacy learning 
practices that occur in their classrooms (Pufpaff, 2008; Thompson et al., 2018). Future research 
is needed to investigate how to support teachers in providing increased emergent literacy 
learning opportunities to all students, across instructional contexts.  
Policy alone is clearly insufficient to increase opportunities for students, even if policy is 
responsible for increasing the amount of teacher engagement in literacy-focused instruction. The 
focus must shift to include not just what special education teachers are teaching but how much 
time individual students spend engaged in the range of learning opportunities required to develop 
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emergent literacy skills and understandings that lead to conventional literacy. This shift is 
required if students with IDD/CCN are going to achieve the kind of year-to-year progress and 
acquire the kinds of enduring understandings referenced in ESSA (2015), IDEA (2004), and the 
Endrew F. v. Douglas County Schools ruling (2017).   
The shift may also be supported by a shift in the ways individual education programs are 
developed. The intention is for the goals on students’ individual education programs to support 
access to the grade level content and standards. However, often, teams view the goals on a 
student’s individual education program as the student’s curriculum. This results in instruction 
that not only fails to align with grade level standards (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010), but also 
lacks the scope of the intended curriculum. Furthermore, the current focus on measurable and 
observable goals and objectives/benchmarks are often interpreted in a way that leads teachers to 
collect data during every teaching event (Etscheidt, 2006; Westling et al., 2015). This may 
explain some of the imbalance between the amount of time teachers spend providing literacy 
instruction and the opportunity students have to learn. Regardless, a shift toward measurable and 
observable goals that are monitored through periodic measurement of student progress rather 
than moment-to-moment, day-to-day data collection will further support increased learning 
opportunity, as teachers could teach groups of students while shifting the focus of data collection 
from one student to the next on a daily basis (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 2007; Horn et al., 2000).    
Qualitative data in the current investigation suggest that students might not be getting 
daily opportunities to learn literacy because of the overwhelming use of one-on-one instruction. 
This is consistent with recent findings regarding instruction provided to adolescents with IDD 
(Ruppar, 2015). When instruction is delivered one-on-one, teachers give their full attention to a 
single student, while leaving the remaining students out of the instructional practice. Sometimes 
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this looks like pulling a student to their desk, as was observed in the elementary grades 
classrooms in the case study. Sometimes this looks like moving between students, supporting 
each in completing a task before moving on the next. Instruction in this way prevents students 
from interacting with each other for the purpose of thinking and learning. Furthermore, it 
increases the amount of doing for teachers, without increasing learning opportunities for 
students, as students spend the majority of instruction time waiting for their teacher to finish 
working with other students. Future research investigating how to help teachers engage students 
in small group or whole class instruction is needed. 
Current findings suggest teachers rely heavily on curricula and ready-made instructional 
materials. However, these materials are not supporting comprehensive emergent literacy 
instruction. Special education teachers can improve their ability to provide comprehensive 
literacy instruction when they are provided with appropriate training and materials (Bock & 
Erickson, 2015; Erickson et al., 2005; Hatch & Erickson, 2018). Future research should 
investigate the impact of creating instructional materials aimed at increasing both the time that 
teachers devote to emergent literacy instruction and student opportunities to learn all of the 
important aspects of emergent literacy. For example, increases in classroom quality have been 
shown to impact learning outcomes for students with IDD/CCN (Erickson & Koppenhaver, 
2003) and without developmental disabilities (Grisham-Brown, et al., 2010). Increasing the 
quality of the classroom environment, through access to writing tools, classroom libraries, AAC, 
and assistive technologies, would all likely lead to increased opportunities to learn (Erickson & 
Koppenhaver, 2003).  
It is concerning to consider that the current business as usual in classrooms might be used 
in experimental design studies in order to investigate efficacy of new instructional approaches. 
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The dearth of opportunities suggests that any intervention, when compared to the current 
business as usual condition, is likely to demonstrate improvements. Small differences in 
opportunity in the current data set led to statistically significant differences, and large effect 
sizes, even when failing to reach clinical significance of daily opportunities (i.e., writing 
instruction example and choosing own topic). This suggests, that as a field, special education 
researchers, policy makers, and educators must work together to increase theoretically-grounded 
curricular expectations for these classrooms and work to dramatically improve the status of 
business as usual. Once this is created, and implemented, only then would experimental, efficacy 
research employing a business as usual design be helpful in determining how we might improve 
educational outcomes for this population.  
When considering control groups in AAC research, the discrepancy between teacher 
report and researcher observation needs to be investigated further. If the norm is for students to 
not have access to personal AAC systems, then it seems a pressing first step is finding solutions 
that provide students with access to these systems. Otherwise, is our efficacy research measuring 
instructional and intervention techniques, or access to symbolic communication? While it is 
possible that teachers are overreporting access due to social desirability bias, it is also possible 
that they are less aware of what it means for students with IDD/CCN to have consistent access to 
a personal AAC system. It is true that the breadth of what AT encompasses, the fast past at 
which technologies change, and the limited tools that schools have in implementing procedures 
for AT services has proven to be a significant barrier to providing students with appropriate and 
effective solutions (Edyburn, 2004). Further research is warranted to investigate the best ways to 
support teachers in acquiring AT, including AAC systems, for their students with IDD/CCN. In 
order to fulfill the mandate regarding AT, many school districts have taken the initiative to create 
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multidisciplinary AT teams. These teams may conduct trainings about a variety of assistive 
technologies, consult with teaching staff and related service providers about students, and 
complete evaluations to assist in procuring AT that students need, including AAC. Future 
research should investigate interdisciplinary, collaborative models might be used to support 
teachers and students alike.  
Conclusion  
Emergent literacy instruction for students with IDD/CCN is insufficient to support 
students in becoming conventional readers and writers. Without the ability to rely on speech 
production for all communication needs, this group of students desperately needs access to 
literacy as a means of conventional communication that allows them to communicate what they 
want, to whom they want, when they want (Koppenhaver, 2000). While current AAC solutions 
offer access to a large variety of vocabulary, it is not possible to produce symbol based systems, 
with all of the words people need to communicate, that can be effectively navigated to support 
communication. For this reason, it is of the utmost importance that students with IDD/CCN have 
access to comprehensive literacy instruction – ultimately, spelling and writing provide the only 
way that students will eventually be able to communicate freely (Koppenhaver, 2000). The 
findings of the current study demonstrate that policy changes have increased the time and 
attention teachers give to literacy, but they have failed to increase the learning opportunities of 
students with IDD/CCN. We are called to look beyond measuring teacher behavior, and look 
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